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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD

Mary Pickford was one of America’s first true modern celebrities. She began life as Gladys Smith, one of three children of a mother left impoverished when her husband deserted the family. Before she was ten years old, Gladys had become the main support of the Smith family, working as a child actress in towns and cities across North America. As a teenager she began a career in the newest form of entertainment—silent film—and she rose to stardom in both silent films and “talkies” as Mary Pickford, “America’s Sweetheart.” Beautiful and petite, with blond curls, she became the symbol of demure, white, middle-class, American girlhood. She became one of the highest-paid movie stars of her era, with a salary matched only by Charlie Chaplin and her second husband, Douglas Fairbanks. If she is remembered today at all, it is as the fresh-faced, charming girl who won filmgoers’ hearts.

Yet, as Kathy Feeley so ably shows us, the real Mary Pickford was something quite different: ambitious, talented, and intelligent, a woman moving outside the traditional boundaries set for her gender to become part of a vanguard of independent female entrepreneurs who took full advantage of a new industry that had captured the imagination of the public: Hollywood movies. Behind rather than in front of the camera, she became a screenwriter and a film producer. Her intense desire to control her own career led her to create her own production company. Many of her movies captured the new spirit of womanhood that her real life embodied; the young girls she played were daring and resourceful, and they broke the gender rules more often than they adhered to them. If, in the end, these movie characters were rewarded for their triumph over adversity and poverty by marriage to an honorable man, this did not diminish the resourcefulness and independence that carried them to this happy ending.

Pickford was, in fact, a prime example of the “rags to riches” story made possible by industrialization and urbanization and by the rise of leisure time among the working- and middle-class Americans who supported the entertainment industries. Throughout her life, she carefully nurtured and maintained the image of herself as a loveable, non-threatening sweetheart, a strategy that allowed her to marry and divorce twice without diminishing her popularity. When she retired from the screen, she became an active figure in philanthropy, and she continued to wield influence as a studio executive.

As Feeley shows us, Pickford’s life spans eight decades of remarkable and varied transformations in American society. Through her life we can examine the results of many of the most important changes taking place in the first half of the twentieth century. Pickford’s career demonstrates not only the rise of a new entertainment industry but also the role that technological innovation and corporate consolidation played in expanding, structuring, and restructuring the movie industry. Her careful protection of her public image as a traditional American woman even as she broke many gender barriers gives us insight into the persistence of a nineteenth-century gender ideology of separate spheres for men and women even as that separation began to dissolve in modern America. Through her active participation in support of America’s entry into World War I, we can see the impact of the rise of United States as a world power on the lives of all Americans. It was this historical context of rapid social, economic, and technological change that allowed Mary Pickford to realize the potential of her talent, her intelligence, and her ambition.

—Carol Berkin
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Introduction

Actor, producer, writer, and philanthropist Mary Pickford, America’s first Sweetheart, was born in Toronto, Canada, as Gladys Louise Smith in 1892 into a poor, female-headed household. Pickford’s passion for and success at work made her a much-ballyhooed female role model, one of the world’s first major film stars, a respected producer and studio head, one-half of Hollywood’s first international superstar couple, a pioneering film preservationist, and an influential philanthropist over the first six decades of the twentieth century.

A child performer (and family breadwinner) on the North American stage, Pickford transitioned in 1909 to film, where she triumphed as a silent film performer and producer, a savvy business executive, and an international cultural icon as the US film industry and nation came of age. A prodigious filmmaker, she worked on an estimated 224 films from 1909 to 1948. Pickford’s socioeconomic mobility, professional acumen, and emerging celebrity placed her in the rarefied company of male business leaders like Andrew Carnegie and Thomas Edison, whose “rags to riches” narratives were familiar to most Americans.

Mary Pickford: Hollywood and the New Woman examines Pickford’s life story and career in order to explore the opportunities and obstacles faced by women in the midst of the industrialization, urbanization, and immigration that transformed life across North America in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Pickford captured a mass audience because she addressed as an actress, writer, and producer a central conundrum for American women: how to reconcile private, domestic duties and concerns with public, professional aspirations and work. She combined the traditional with the modern in both her on- and offscreen personas. Pickford was part of a generation of women who shaped modern feminism in the early 1900s, by making new claims to the public sphere and performing new kinds of public and private selves. She fought for women’s suffrage and then the Equal Rights Amendment as a member of the National Women’s Party. Her most notable legacy was her insistence that women had the right to well-paid, meaningful labor. As she argued in 1915, actresses “are not beset by temptations and our life in the studios does not have a tendency to warp our growth. In fact, we are broadened by it. There is little danger where there is healthy work.”1

Her work was in the dramatically growing, early twentieth-century realm of mass entertainment and its celebrity culture. Beginning as an impoverished child actor on the popular stage, she found fame and fortune in the silent film industry and helped to decisively shape the craft and business of film across three pivotal decades from 1909 to 1933—and beyond. In 1915, America’s first Sweetheart was promoted as “The Highest Paid Artist Who Ever Lived—a claim that was both accurate and audacious.”2 With a salary of $2,000 a week in addition to half her film’s profits, she was among the most highly compensated employees in the industry and nation: in 1915, the average annual salary for a man was $687, for a woman half that. And the following year her salary would skyrocket to $10,000 a week as she also secured her own production company. Calling Pickford an artist was a bold attempt to reframe what many considered inconsequential, problematic moving pictures into a new creative powerhouse and art form. Her urban migrations for work—from her hometown of Toronto to New York City and finally to Los Angeles—illuminate broader social trends: by 1920, a majority of Americans lived in urban centers. By 1920, Pickford had permanently relocated to Los Angeles, where she helped shape the emergence of Hollywood as the US film production center and mythic symbol of American consumer culture and American empire.

FROM CHILD ACTOR TO SELF-MADE WOMAN AND HOLLYWOOD LEADER

In 1900, one-fifth of all American children were in the workforce even as a new conception of childhood became normative: that children should be protected, educated, and entertained rather than treated as small adults and put to work. This new understanding of childhood inspired a flood of cultural products. On the page, stage, and film, very young protagonists and performers proved most popular, especially as women and children also became important consumers for mass amusements. Child performers, like Pickford and her two siblings, constituted a significant percentage of the 20,000 working actors on the North American stage in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Ironically, the Pickford children often enacted on stage the idealized, white, middle- and upper-class childhood denied them. Like other poor and working-class children, their labor helped make such a childhood a reality for more affluent families.

From the age of seven to sixteen, Pickford performed for the second- and third-rate touring stock companies that proliferated throughout North America at the turn of the twentieth century. Such work shared most of the characteristics of child labor in more conventional settings like urban factories: lack of access to formal schooling, lack of adult supervision, inadequate wages, dangerous and exploitative working conditions. This itinerant lifestyle meant erratic employment, constant travel, and a disrupted domestic life. Pickford remembered spending long stretches of time on the road, sometimes with her mother and siblings, but most often on her own or with her younger sister. Pickford’s early circumstances epitomized the “problem of the children” that concerned social reformers, observers, activists, and politicians in the period, including muckrakers like Jacob Riis, author of How the Other Half Lives (1890). Like many of the young workers described in Riis’s famous study, an absent father and an impoverished family forced the swift emergence of the eldest and most talented and diligent child as primary breadwinner. Yet, unlike most child laborers, Pickford triumphed over her humble beginnings and became highly successful—both professionally and financially. Her trajectory began with desperation, followed by long years of toil—from 1900 to 1909—in a dramatically growing world of popular theater. Beginning in 1909, she found steady work and then national and international success in the new “moving picture” industry.

Pickford personified the classic myth of the self-made American—hard working, noble, humble, yet also exceptional. (And throughout her life and career, the media and press publicized and understood her as American despite the fact that this Canadian did not become a US citizen until her 1920 marriage to actor and producer Douglas Fairbanks.) Though her conflicted ordinary/extraordinary persona reflected many of the characteristics of the “self-made man,” Pickford was most notably a woman. Pickford had a keen understanding that her gender made it all the more imperative that she maintain her respectability even as she promoted an adventurous and sometimes transgressive (but fundamentally conventional) persona. Cut from her narrative was her father’s alcoholism, desertion of his family, and anonymous death likely from a cerebral hemorrhage brought on by a fall. Instead, her mother Charlotte created the fiction that her husband died in the bosom of his loving family, a family left bereft and also penniless. This tragic family fiction became the official, public story used to justify Mary’s engagement with the public sphere—to balance this blurring of the line between the public, masculine realm and the private, feminine sphere of influence. Pickford’s life and work reflected wider changes in the arrangement of work and play that challenged gender norms and ideals; as such, her example offers an ideal blueprint for understanding life in an industrializing America.

Indeed, Pickford’s professional success and personal fortune were rooted in industrial capitalism’s urban, mass consumer culture. Her filmmaking career began in the era of the nickelodeon (1905–1915) with silent, short films exhibited in often makeshift and repurposed spaces in immigrant, urban neighborhoods as well as rural and small-town Main Streets for the price of a nickel. By 1910, about 10,000 nickelodeons were operating throughout the United States. Pickford’s stardom by the mid-1910s was a product of the development of multireel film, the “movie palace,” and the movie star persona and system. Indeed, she was the first to establish the persona of “America’s Sweetheart.” She also helped to pioneer and refine fundamental components of US celebrity culture: how to manage media coverage, how to work across multiple media platforms (including a newspaper column, radio broadcast, self-help books, and a novel), how to manage a celebrity coupling, how to perform whiteness.

From the mid-1900s to the early 1920s, a cohort of creative and ambitious women like Pickford found much and varied employment in film. When the industry was new and the scale of business and profits was relatively modest, women worked as writers, producers, directors, agents, editors, publicity directors. Many collaborated with Pickford, most notably screenwriter Frances Marion and journalist Adela Rogers St. Johns. Like Pickford, many actresses formed their own production companies in the 1910s, including Olga Petrova and Marie Dressler. So her story helps to illuminate a period of opportunity for this subset of professional women who decisively shaped the industry.

But the organizational climate changed as film became one of the nation’s leading industries and exports. Across the 1920s, the oligopoly known as the classical Hollywood studio system came into being: eight large-scale, vertically and horizontally integrated corporations organized to control more than 90 percent of US film production, distribution, and exhibition. As the film industry became a big business, its workplaces also became more deeply gender segregated, with women largely relegated to acting and low-level, offscreen work. Professional opportunities for women precipitously narrowed and declined because of changes in business structure, practice, and culture.

Yet Pickford was one of the women—like Marion, director Dorothy Arzner, and journalist Louella Parsons—who retained significant power, influence, and control. She had the acting skills, production skills, business acumen, and strategic partnerships to sustain her through the 1920s and into the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. As she remembered, “Pictures were my whole life. . . . I had to assume the business role, in order to protect the thing I loved, my work.”3 And so she did. She secured three key assets: (1) United Artists, the Hollywood studio and distribution unit she cofounded with Fairbanks, actor-director Charlie Chaplin, and director David Wark (D. W.) Griffith in 1919; (2) the Pickford Film Corporation (1916–1933), her own production company; and (3) the Pickford-Fairbanks Studio (later renamed the United Artists Studio), her own production facility and a valuable piece of real estate.

“LITTLE MARY” PICKFORD AND THE “NEW WOMAN”

Onscreen and off, Pickford personified the “New Woman” of the late 1800s and early 1900s as American women entered the paid workforce, the professions, and higher education in record numbers and campaigned for the right to vote. Pickford worked to legitimize American empire and its voracious consumer culture in her professional work and in her private life. Her work granted her considerable cultural and economic power, but it came at a price: Pickford might challenge some gender norms and ideals, but with a sharp eye ever on her public perception as fundamentally virtuous and respectable. As she remembered, “I never did anything that was in any way suggestive, or even slightly naughty”—at least not for public consumption.4 Her two divorces were carefully stage-managed to minimize any negative fallout. Even as her success in the public sphere and extraordinary socioeconomic mobility was celebrated, her power was tempered by her “Little Mary” persona as a dutiful, obedient daughter and later wife who was grateful and humble.

The first film actress heralded as “America’s Sweetheart,” Pickford was not the last to find this nickname as much a curse as a blessing for a career and a life. Her gender, her youthful persona, and her mass appeal have diminished her legacy as compared to that of male peers like Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton. The result has been an underassessment of the quality, range, and significance of her work—not just an actress but also as a filmmaker. Pickford played a wide range of roles over her career—son, daughter, sister, mother, sex worker, domestic servant, factory worker, shop clerk, femme fatale, aristocrat. Her most enduring and important roles were as independent, aggressive, resourceful, upwardly mobile, young girls and women. Most, though not all, such characters were contained within the marriage plot by film’s end, thereby upholding a more traditional status quo. But the “happily ever after” was a coda; the focus of the films was upon these girls and women fighting, working, often subverting the status quo, masquerading as boys, questioning authority. These “rough diamonds” were complex and dynamic in their struggles; time and again, their transgressions of the status quo drove the film’s narrative.5 As was said admiringly of her eponymous character in Little Annie Rooney (1925): “She ain’t no girl—she’s a wildcat!”6

Pickford’s filmography as actress, producer, director (though never credited as such), and distributor is best characterized as a study in gender and class tensions and ambivalence, as exemplified by a vast number of her short films and some of her best feature films: Tess of the Storm Country (1914 and 1922), Stella Maris (1918), Suds (1920), and Sparrows (1926). Her finest and most resonant films explore the profound dislocations, changes, and opportunities that came with the rise of industrial capitalism in late 1800s and early 1900s America. Her work is emblematic of the output of American silent cinema, which simultaneously challenged and supported existing gender, class, racial, and ethnic hierarchies. Her silent films, like many, addressed the dangers of business leaders and employers (also absentee fathers) “living high on the monies gleaned from the miseries of others,” including the resulting class conflict.7 She exposed the plight of child laborers and called for a more professional social welfare system to replace the old orphanage system. Her films critiqued indebtedness and conspicuous consumption. A World War I propaganda short admonished Americans: “What we earn in six days, we spend in two hours.”8 Her films also underscored the importance of education and dignified, meaningful, and well-compensated labor for women. She helped audiences make sense of life in changing circumstances and ultimately to adjust to a new corporate capitalist order. For there was joy to be found in a well-made hat and other remarkable, new consumer goods available to the American public.9 Consuming was good; overconsumption was not.

Her onscreen success was predicated, in part, upon her willingness and ability to play the ingénue (sometimes a very young girl) well into middle age. In 1928, “Little Mary” decided to bob her hair (at the age of thirty-six), declare her independence, and fully embrace mature onscreen roles. Unfortunately, she aged out of ingénue roles in the midst of the rise of the so-called talkies, as sound came to film in the late 1920s and early 1930s with the onset of the Great Depression. Many factors were at work in her ultimate failure to create and sustain a mature onscreen persona. Pickford was not the only silent film star whose acting career failed to survive the transition to sound. Silent film and sound film were very different art forms with different workplaces and styles of acting. Jobs got cut, as did production schedules, as the industry weathered the economic crisis of the Great Depression. In the midst of a perfect storm of challenges, she also faced an all-too-common dilemma for women in the mass media: how to sustain a career built upon a girlish persona that ultimately proves confining and ill suited for a mature female professional or performer.

During both world wars, Pickford became a symbol of American womanhood worth fighting for. Especially during World War I, her propaganda films and considerable voluntary activities made her a key figure in a campaign of cultural imperialism as the United States emerged as a world power. In the postwar world, Hollywood as place and metaphor came into being. And Pickford reigned as its first lady alongside her second husband, Douglas Fairbanks, from their Beverly Hills mansion known as Pickfair and also on their seven well-documented international trips. Mary and Doug, as they were known, became international superstars at a time when US films accounted for an estimated 80 percent of the global box office. So, she was an ambassador, selling American mass culture, selling American empire. She and Fairbanks also served as agents of cultural imperialism, at home and abroad, through the oft-told, romanticized, and inspirational tales of their companionate marriage and upward mobility as evidence of American promise and power.

Though she starred in her final feature film in 1933, her career was not over. She continued to work steadily for more than two decades: as an owner/partner/producer at United Artists; on the stage, in radio, and on television; in cosmetics; as a columnist, novelist, and self-help writer; and for film preservation and study. She also remarried, adopted two young children, and traveled widely. In her final quarter century, she shifted her considerable focus and resources to philanthropy, at which she was a resounding success by any measure. From the beginning, Pickford understood the personal and political advantages of good works. She never forgot her impoverished beginnings and understood the social need for and value of philanthropy—as well as the power it gave her. Charitable work also enhanced her reputation and the reputation of the film industry, especially in the early years when all were seeking mainstream legitimacy and respectability. She was the only female founder of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS) and the second recipient of its Best Actress award at the 1930 Oscars. Civic activities also deflected potential criticism of Pickford as a wealthy, powerful woman and helped her to shape the landscape of early Los Angeles.

Pickford was perhaps the most well known and celebrated of the handful of America’s self-made, female business moguls in the early twentieth century: the other two—African American beauty culturist Madame C. J. Walker and the Canadian-born Elizabeth Arden—operated in the fledgling beauty culture and industry. Like Pickford, they made their fortunes and reputations in the increasingly feminized sphere of consumer culture. Yet all three defied the cultural dictates and norms that encouraged women to be passive mass consumers, not mass producers. With a major Hollywood studio, production company, and production facility under her control, Pickford championed motion pictures as art and worked to preserve America’s silent film heritage. In so doing, she achieved the kind of professional control and therefore longevity that few performers, male or female, have enjoyed. And she stands as a symbol of the possibilities and problems of life in an industrializing America, as a symbol of a rising American empire and its voracious consumer and popular culture.




1

From Gladys Smith to Mary Pickford: A Childhood on Stage and at Work, 1892–1909

From the age of seven, Mary Pickford served as the family breadwinner, a role central to her “rags to riches” story. As she remembered, “I had no choice—or rather my widowed mother had no choice—since our pocketbook was very, very slim, and she had to support not alone her three children and herself, but her paralyzed mother as well. So I helped out in raising the family by appearing in the theatre.”1 This responsibility—which she bore for the length of her mother’s and siblings’ lives—fundamentally shaped the woman, for better and for worse. Her story of a childhood spent engaged in paid labor resonated with her audience, familiar with the dislocations and hardships as well as the possibilities of life in the midst of a North American industrial revolution and its emerging mass consumer culture of the late 1800s and early 1900s.

In North America’s rapidly expanding urban centers like Toronto, industrialization fueled explosive growth. In the decade before Pickford’s birth, her hometown’s population nearly tripled: in 1892, the year she was born, Toronto boasted more than 220,000 residents compared to a population of 86,000 in 1881. Both internal and external migration as well as natural increase accounted for this population growth. Born on April 8, 1892, Gladys Louise Smith would adopt the stage name of Mary Pickford in 1907 upon her Broadway stage debut. (Her mother and siblings would follow suit and change their surnames shortly thereafter to Pickford.)

Gladys was the oldest of three children born to Canadians Charlotte Hennessey Smith and John Charles Smith. Charlotte was the native-born daughter of Irish Catholic immigrants while John was the native-born son of British Protestant immigrants. Theirs was a brief and unhappy union that produced three children in quick succession. Their relationship was likely undermined by religious and familial strife. Their oldest daughter later remarked upon this tension. She remembered her two grandmothers as formidable women: “Between these two stalwart women—one Catholic and the other Protestant—I came very near to going unbaptized.”2 As a compromise measure, she was baptized in both denominations. Though she came to identify primarily as a Catholic, the Smith household seems not to have been a particularly devout one. And her religious background was largely kept under wraps in an age of intense anti-Catholic feeling until her fame and influence eliminated the need for subterfuge.

After Gladys, Charlotte (known as Lottie) was born in June 1893. John worked at a variety of jobs—stagehand, bartender, ship’s steward, printer—and struggled to support his growing family in between bouts of unemployment due to a serious drinking problem. In late 1895, he deserted his young family when Charlotte was pregnant with John Charles Jr. (known as Jack), who was born in August 1896.

To maintain a respectable façade and disguise her husband’s desertion, Charlotte declared herself a widow several years before she in fact became one. Such subterfuge was common in female-headed, poor, and working-class households like the Smiths’. This retelling of the family’s history grew ever more elaborate as their public profile grew. Not only was John Smith’s 1895 desertion of his family erased but also his February 1898 death was entirely reimagined. In truth, he died as a result of a head trauma likely brought on by intoxication, remaining entirely estranged from his family at the time of his death. Charlotte—so as a result, her children—recast John as a still-devoted breadwinner whose death resulted from an unfortunate workplace accident. Charlotte even created a fictional deathbed scene in the bosom of his family so that John Smith died the “good death” as prescribed by prevailing Victorian social norms. The ceremony of the good death took place in the home, surrounded by loved ones who expressed grief copiously if decorously. Thus, even death was domesticated and rendered respectable by the presence and comfort of family. In this retelling, Charlotte was transformed from a poverty-stricken, deserted wife and mother into a tragic, sympathetic, and noble widow.

At this juncture in all versions of the story, however, fact and fiction agree: absent a male breadwinner, Charlotte and her children faced a grim and daunting future. Her husband’s desertion and then death left Charlotte as the sole provider for her children as well as her widowed and disabled mother Catherine Faeley Hennessey. Charlotte’s plight was not uncommon, and her options were limited. By 1900, women comprised about 13 percent of the Canadian workforce, with the majority being young and single. For many poor and working-class women, remarriage offered the surest path to security for their family’s financial, emotional, and physical well-being. The by all accounts formidable matriarch Charlotte never seemed to have considered this option; there is no evidence that she entertained any suitors or romantic entanglements for the rest of her life.

Prior to marriage and children, Charlotte had worked in the textile industry as an upholstery machinist. So she had some marketable vocational skills in the low-paying and low-prestige labor in which working-class women predominated in the midst of the North American industrial revolution at the turn of the twentieth century. After marriage, however, Charlotte confronted the significant cultural taboos that kept working-class wives, widows, and mothers out of the paid labor force and the traditional workplace. At the same time, their wages were desperately needed to support their families—whether as primary, secondary, or sole breadwinner. Poor and working-class families developed two primary strategies to generate income while maintaining the respectable façade of a male breadwinner ethic with the woman laboring unpaid in the domestic sphere and “protected” from the capitalist marketplace: taking in boarders and doing piece work (i.e., sewing in the home as opposed to a factory). Charlotte did both, but the family continued to struggle to meet basic needs, even with limited assistance from family and friends. She tried her hand at dressmaking. For a time, she worked as a food vendor in a public market in defiance of social taboos, but still they faced hardship.

In desperation, Charlotte considered another option—giving up Gladys for adoption by an affluent family. A prominent Toronto physician offered to take Gladys in to improve her chances in life and to help relieve her mother’s burden. As she later remembered, “They would give me every advantage beyond Mother’s reach.”3 Such informal adoption of children—be they orphans, half orphans, or not orphans at all—was common in poor and working-class North American families. In an age before the creation of a social welfare system in which the state assumed responsibility—financial and otherwise—for indigent and at-risk minor children, families facing hardships had few choices. Most famously, the Children’s Aid Society—founded in New York by Charles Loring Brace in 1853—was established to facilitate adoptions out of the so-called dangerous classes and into greater affluence and stability. In practice, many such adoptions were neither voluntary nor successful. For example, some poor and working-class parents were either coerced or shamed into surrendering custody of their children. Some children found themselves as little more than indentured servants in their new homes. Despite such controversies, child welfare activist John J. Kelso established the Children’s Aid Society in Toronto in 1891, the year before Gladys Smith’s birth. Such organizations as well as more informal, private transactions like the one considered by Charlotte continued to address important needs even in the midst of a North American Progressive reform movement that would begin to bring the profession of social work and its public welfare programs into being in the early to mid-1900s. In the United States, federal legislation curtailing and heavily regulating child labor as well as providing substantial financial support of poor families with children would not come until the 1930s and beyond.

Pickford and others later used the adoption incident to highlight her childhood deprivation and to underscore her mother’s love and the importance of familial bonds. She always strove to justify Charlotte’s decision and pre-empt any censure of her mother for putting her children to work. And Charlotte was nothing if not resourceful as she explored every avenue open to her. She rejected the dispersal of her family via adoption and labored mightily to keep her family intact and take care of basic needs. One of the boarders she took in turned out to be the stage manager of a theater company. In early 1900, his presence in the family home led to Gladys and Lottie being hired by the Cummings Stock Company.

Later, Mary always underscored the extent to which Charlotte needed to be convinced that the theater was not a den of iniquity that would forever sully her daughters’ reputations and future prospects, especially an advantageous marriage that would improve their socioeconomic status. Charlotte came of age in the late 1800s, a time when actresses were still considered unrespectable and controversial, if sometimes glamorous, figures. In the era before film, actresses—whether married or single, young or old—spent most of their time traveling, performing, and living outside a traditional and fixed domestic sphere of home and family. The private sphere was considered a respectable middle-class woman’s proper domain. Actresses lived and worked in the public sphere; their unconventional lives and working hours posed significant challenges to gender norms and ideals. Even with the dramatic growth of the world of mass entertainments in the late 1800s and early 1900s, especially in major urban centers like Toronto, performers in popular theater—particularly the girls and women employed therein—continued to be perceived as flouting social and cultural conventions and norms. Indeed, the decision to put her daughters on the stage was neither a simple nor an easy one for Charlotte Smith.

As a woman with limited schooling, resources, and skills, Charlotte had few options and chose one she thought might keep the family intact and improve their standard of living. She was ambitious and recognized that factory work would do no more than put food on the table and keep a roof over their heads. The entertainment world promised opportunities for the lucky and talented to achieve upward socioeconomic mobility: however slim her daughters’ chances, no such possibilities existed in a textile factory. What Charlotte lacked in formal schooling and access to resources, she made up for in determination and street smarts. For women, regardless of social class, children were important resources to be nurtured as bulwarks against misfortune and an impoverished old age.

Charlotte’s upbringing in Toronto had been traditional and circumscribed; thanks to her strict Irish Catholic mother, she had experienced little of its growing realm of mass commercial amusements. Her mother, Catherine Faeley Hennessey, as well as her mother-in-law, Sarah Key Smith, held social and religious prejudices against theater performers and disapproved of such a life for their grandchildren. Their generation viewed commercial amusements, performers, and audiences very negatively. With the growth of a North American mass consumer culture as a result of the rise of industrial capitalism, such attitudes were changing, providing Charlotte with external validation. With a growing sense of urgency, she decided to put her daughters (and later her son) to work in the theater. The American theater world had long employed families and offered welcome professional opportunities for girls and women. Charlotte’s choice was also rooted in the major changes under way with regard to women’s status and opportunities across North America.

The so-called New Woman archetype emerged in the late 1800s and early 1900s as women’s lives changed, inciting fierce debate. Across the socioeconomic spectrum, women entered the workforce in ever-greater numbers. Women enrolled in higher education and entered professions once closed to them, including the law, medicine, and engineering. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, North American suffragists struggled to achieve the vote for women. Beyond suffrage, female activists participated in a wide range of Progressive reform movements—in the settlement house, for temperance, in the trade unions—creating new opportunities and occupations for women. For example, the settlement house—established in poor, urban neighborhoods to provide educational and other social services—paved the way for professional social work. Across the country, women challenged the older Victorian ideal of the “angel in the home” and the maintenance of separate spheres—the private, domestic one for women and the public, professional sphere for men. The settlement house movement and the women’s club movement—primarily open to middle- and upper-class women and segregated by race and religion—illustrated this convergence of the public and private.

Often using the rhetoric of women’s moral superiority and their duty to protect and maintain the domestic sphere, female activists justified their encroachment upon and growing power and influence within the public sphere and formal political culture. Many clubwomen worked to understand and regulate the growing realm of popular amusements, including film. Members of New York’s Women’s Municipal League and the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, for example, performed the crucial unpaid labor of reviewing films for the National Board of Censorship of Motion Pictures from 1909 to 1921. The board was the film industry’s first organized attempt at self-regulation in response to public outrage and local and state censorship. Charlotte’s poverty and growing desperation made her not a peer of such clubwomen but a subject of their concern and proposed regulations.

The mass entertainment industries offered lucrative new employment for girls and women. At the turn of the twentieth century, female performers in popular amusements (on the stage, in circuses, and elsewhere) increased almost twentyfold from nearly 800 in 1870 to more than 15,000 in 1910. Charlotte’s choices reflected the growing numbers of female producers, performers, and consumers of mass culture. The world of mass entertainment offered opportunities for upward social mobility and created public spaces where women had greater social, economic, and sexual freedom. Not surprisingly, these girls and women were often problematized as social and sexual delinquents, reflecting ongoing debates over women’s place in American society. And Charlotte’s decision to put her children to work would place her at odds with female activists who decried and deplored child labor.

The dislocations of industrial capitalism meant large numbers of children of the working poor entered the North American workforce, even as public opinion increasingly condemned child labor and the state increasingly regulated against it. In the United States alone, one-fifth of children worked in factories, on farms, in shops, and in theaters at the dawn of the twentieth century. A global Progressive reform movement arose during this period to address changes and problems wrought by industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. Progressivism took many forms: muckraking journalism, settlement houses, private philanthropy, and public legislation operating at the local, state, and national levels. Progressive activists took on the major issues of the day: how to improve working and living conditions in cities, the role of women in society, how to govern, how to protect and nurture children.

With regard to poor and working-class youth, largely middle- and upper-class Progressive reformers sought to eradicate child labor and impose mandatory, public schooling. At the time of Smith’s birth, public schooling was available and compulsory for children up to the age of fourteen in Toronto. It was one thing to get such laws on the books; it was quite another to enforce them in poor and desperate communities and households, like the Smiths’. Such efforts did eliminate some children’s jobs, but they also succeeded in moving children’s labor even further into the recesses of the home and factory, away from the prying and judgmental eyes of social observers and commentators. And in homes like the Smiths’, financial need remained paramount.

So, like many other poor children, Gladys Smith went to work. Her formal schooling was intermittent and inadequate; her family’s economic needs trumped social and even legislative imperatives, mirroring wider North American trends during this period. The start of a new century also marked the start of a new life for Smith. In January 1900, three months shy of her eighth birthday, she began working as an actress and continued to do so for the next thirty-three years.

She began her career in the vibrant world of the popular theater as it underwent the centralization and bureaucratization common to many commercial enterprises in the midst of North America’s industrial revolution. By the 1890s, the hierarchy of the North American theater world was Broadway at the pinnacle, followed by first-rate theaters in major cities, and finally, at the bottom, the rapidly expanding “kerosene circuit.” Access to Broadway and first-run theaters generally came through an apprenticeship in the kerosene circuit, which consisted of second- and third-rate theaters (known as the “ten-twenty-thirties”) located across North America. With ticket prices ranging from ten to thirty cents—thus the name “ten-twenty-thirties”—these shows attracted a wide, cross-class, mixed-gender audience. (In comparison, the first-run downtown theaters of the so-called legitimate stage—with ticket prices ranging from one to two dollars—were beyond the means of most urban dwellers.) The ten-twenty-thirties were home to comedies, musical revues, and especially melodramas that proved very successful in attracting a female audience. Theatrical combination companies were created and existed only for the duration of a particular show’s run, which meant employment was short term and erratic. In 1880, there were just fifty touring combination shows in North America; by 1900, there were five to six hundred such companies touring North America, employing an estimated 20,000 actors. Into this world entered the Smith sisters.

They found this work because the dramatic growth of popular theater in this period was fueled, in part, by bringing girls like them and women both onto the stage and into the audience. The melodrama played a key role. Developed in the mid-1700s, this genre enjoyed great popularity on the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century North American stage. Melodramas were plot-driven, action-oriented entertainment featuring stock characters and extreme circumstances. In these morality plays, female protagonists—as well as some saintly children—were usually in peril. Such dramas appealed to women, in part, because they addressed and often solved the problems of women’s and children’s powerlessness. Frequently, the female protagonists were proactive, saved themselves, and prevailed against gender- and class-based injustice. These shows personified the triumph of virtue over vice; those who used power and wealth to deceive and oppress were punished.

At the age of seven, “Baby” Gladys Smith began working on the stage in The Silver King, a popular melodrama first produced in 1882, in which she played two roles: Ned, an object of pity and uplift as the protagonist’s terminally ill son, and Big Girl, an aggressive troublemaker. The very young characters in melodramas reflected popular understandings of children and childhood. In nineteenth-century America, a new, middle-class understanding and experience of childhood as a distinct, longer phase of life in which young children were to be protected, educated, and kept out of the workforce prevailed. Such a childhood was, of course, not a reality for poor and working-class children—like the Smith children—whose labor was required to make this ideal possible for middle- and upper-class families. This reimagining of childhood also posited that children were innocents with transformative powers: that their virtue could vanquish vice in the world. Popular art—literature, songs, plays—that featured such children proliferated in the late 1800s and early 1900s, including The Silver King. Children in popular culture served multiple functions: nostalgia for an imagined past; as a symbol and celebration of class, racial, gender, and ethnic hierarchies; as a sexualized object for the male gaze; as a symbol of virtue and goodness; as a force for change or a challenge to the status quo.

Smith’s first theater job also reflected the unconventional nature of life and work on the North American stage. Her dual roles as Ned and Big Girl represented the “girlish” boy and “boyish” girl, respectively, and underscored the fluid gender and sexual politics of mass entertainment. In playing a “breeches” (or boy’s) role, she was part of a tradition in nineteenth-century North American theater in which female performers frequently performed the other gender. The gender fluidity of her dual roles reflected long-standing cultural, economic, and rhetorical strategies in the popular theater.

The Anglo-American stage had been a strictly male domain until the latter half of the 1600s when female performers became culturally acceptable. In early 1800s America, female performers began to take on male roles of all ages with great success as the theater world opened its doors and coffers to women and children. “Wearing the breeches” could serve different purposes for different audiences. Sometimes traditionally male garb and actions were used to accentuate an actress’s femininity. Although titillation and objectification might have been one audience response, many others were possible. Especially for female fans, such performances could be interpreted as a subversive claiming of masculine power and privilege. Such roles might also hold masculinity up to ridicule and challenge existing gender norms and ideals. Female actors as male characters (and male actors as female characters) fundamentally underscored the performative and socially prescribed nature of gender and sexual identity. Such gender-blind casting could also inspire and reflect same-sex desire for growing numbers of gay and lesbian people building communities and subcultures, if under great duress, in North America’s urban centers at the turn of the century. There were also more practical considerations at work: such gender fluidity, especially common in juvenile roles, lowered costs by keeping the acting company smaller with fewer performers in multiple roles. By 1903, an estimated one-third of working actors in New York were children under the age of seventeen.

Gladys and her six-year-old sister Lottie both worked the brief eight-show run of this melodrama. Thus began their acting careers. The short run of The Silver King and the subsequent dissolution of the Cummings Stock Company was typical of the volatile world of mass amusement at the turn of the century. Charlotte found other work for her daughters in vaudeville, opera, and the ten-twenty-thirties in Toronto’s growing world of commercial amusements. And The Silver King would prove to be a pivotal show in Gladys’s career. In late 1900, she secured a more prominent speaking role in another company’s production of the same play. Her hard work and experience paid off. The Valentine stock company hired her as their leading child actress in November 1900, with Lottie playing supporting roles.

From the outset, Charlotte groomed Gladys to be the star. Gladys had the stereotypically feminine look—petite (she grew to be just over five feet tall), slender, with head of blonde curls that could be supplemented, as needed. Charlotte changed Gladys’s birth year from 1892 to 1895 to make her seem younger and more precocious. Her small stature also helped with this deception. The fictional date stuck, and Gladys used it for the rest of her life. She could in an age when record keeping was lax.

But physical appearance was not enough, as she would later caution in a newspaper column titled “Girls Who Wish to Become Moving-Picture Actresses.” She warned, “Your photograph is very beautiful and I do not know when I have seen lovelier eyes. But are you an actress?”4 Gladys also had raw talent, maturity, desperation, and the need to please driving her. As she later remembered, “[I was] full of fear, full of distresses, worrying and fretting, carrying burdens that did not belong to me, thinking I was responsible for running everything for everybody.”5

For the first almost two years of their acting careers, the Smith sisters worked locally, which enabled them to return home in the evenings and maintain some semblance of a normal life. Neither received any formal acting training; as was still customary in this period, performers learned on the job—or more accurately on the stage. Like many poor and working-class children, their formal schooling had always been erratic and interrupted by illness, moves, and finally work. Thereafter Charlotte tutored them, and the stage became Gladys and Lottie’s classroom. For example, they honed their reading skills through script memorization and were the eager pupils of other performers.

During this apprenticeship in the Toronto theater world, Gladys and Lottie accrued the skills, experience, and visibility necessary to take the next step. Second- or third-rate stock companies that maintained a seasonal or permanent residence in one venue in one city (like the Cummings and Valentine companies that initially employed the Smiths) were increasingly rare in the theater world: such operations were financially unstable and offered little chance for advancement. A higher income, more consistent employment, and greater professional opportunities were possible with the touring company (organized only for the run of a single show) that had come to predominate in the North American popular theater.

With the Valentine company, she starred as the saintly/sickly Little Eva in a staple of turn-of-the-century popular theater: a 1901 adaptation of the blockbuster US antislavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. She was also featured as Mabel Payne in The Little Red Schoolhouse, a show significant to the Smiths for several reasons. A four-year-old Jack received his first stage credit for Schoolhouse that spring. With Jack out of the nursery and in the workforce, Charlotte could go to work as well—primarily backstage or as an understudy, given her underwhelming acting skills. Most importantly, she could seek more lucrative employment for the entire family in a touring company.

When actress Lillian Gish had to return home and vacate the role of Mabel Payne in an American circuit of The Little Red Schoolhouse, the touring company’s producer contacted Charlotte. Gladys had already played Mabel on the Toronto stage. In negotiating Gladys’s contract, Charlotte demanded that the entire Smith family be hired for the show. They were. In fall 1901, the Smiths joined the company in upstate New York and began what would ultimately become a permanent migration to the United States. Theater companies rarely needed all the Smiths in a single production, making the Schoolhouse tour a rare luxury. Instead, they traveled in almost every combination—Gladys and Charlotte, Gladys and Lottie, Gladys alone—with Gladys being the constant on the road. Those left behind waited in a theatrical boardinghouse in New York or with family in Toronto. Increasingly, New York served as the Smiths’ home base because most touring shows were cast there—and Broadway loomed like an elusive beacon. Canadian by birth, the oldest Smith child spent most of her life living and working in the United States.

The Smiths’ nine years with the second- and third-rate touring theater companies in small towns and cities across the United States and Canada were difficult. The hardships were real, from a relentless work pace to often indifferent, sometimes hostile audiences. The travel was constant and consisted primarily of a string of one-night stands. Trains were the usual mode of travel; the cheapest tickets meant no sleeper cars on frequent overnight journeys. Gladys became adept at napping anywhere: when lucky, she might have an entire seat to stretch out on, but in many cases she had to sleep sitting up or even standing up on crowded trains. She always remembered her childhood on the stage and on the road with little nostalgia and a clear eye:

For the longest time I couldn’t bear the color crimson. The heavy red upholstery of the day coaches that always smelled of coal dust. . . . I learned to sleep sitting up, even standing up. In our fondest dreams we never knew the luxury of a Pullman berth. Anything was improvised for a pillow, from a suitcase to a fat roll of newspapers. Our breakfast generally consisted of stale ham sandwiches from the day before, and a glass of ice water.6

Overnight accommodations on the road were inexpensive boardinghouses or hotels, offering cramped and uncomfortable quarters. And being onstage did not always offer relief. Actors, especially the youngest and most vulnerable, were subject to the whims of often angry, thwarted directors. On the kerosene circuit, audiences were sometimes indifferent, sometimes hostile, even violent. When Gladys and Lottie went on tour without Charlotte, they were supposed to be chaperoned by others in the company. The quality of that oversight varied, in some instances leaving two young girls to fend for themselves. Pickford later remarked, “I shudder when I look back on our experiences, lonely, timid, and frightened children.” A particular problem was “the indifference of the companies, who did not care to bother about a couple of scary-eyed theatrical children . . . in cheap, dingy rooms of strange hotels.”7 Clearly she and her siblings were vulnerable on the road, especially in their mother’s absence, and subject to physical and emotional harassment and neglect. In shaping the narrative of her early years, Pickford always acknowledged the hardships.

But she also celebrated the fun and adventure: she noted the kindness of strangers and the camaraderie that existed on some tours. About those early years, Pickford was ambivalent and with good reason. She wanted to spin a compelling and sympathetic narrative about her childhood and tell some truths about gender and age-based challenges in the workplace. But she did not want to give undue credence to the persistent and long-held stereotype of actors, especially women, as morally, ethically, socially, and sexually compromised. She had to walk a fine line here and did so with great success. Indeed, she borrowed rhetorical conventions from the melodrama, blending vice and virtue to produce an ultimately redemptive and triumphant personal narrative that had great popular appeal. Girls and women, in particular, could identify with her travails and celebrate her successes.

In her nearly nine years on the stage—most of it spent on the traveling circuit—Smith honed the shrewdness and savvy that became as much a part of her legend as her acting skills and persona. She grew from a child of eight into a young woman of seventeen. She sharpened her steely will, business acumen, and bargaining skills on the road, negotiating with theatrical agents and boardinghouse owners for jobs and lodging. She learned to live on a tight budget: taking care of food, lodging, transportation, laundry—often in a new town every night. This peripatetic, freelance lifestyle instilled tremendous discipline and maturity in her, whose steady employment—whether as the lead or a supporting character—provided her family’s main support. Her reputation as hardworking, talented, and likeable helped secure employment for the rest of the Smiths. She grew up quickly and throughout her life felt responsible for her family’s well-being, economic and otherwise.

Having the role of family breadwinner thrust upon her at such a young age shaped her character in many ways: it made her mature and driven, it made her parsimonious and imperious, it gave her real empathy and a wide range of experiences and emotions to call upon in her acting, and it left her wanting a more conventional and idealized, middle-class version of childhood. Indeed, the childhood she would mourn not having for the rest of her life was a childhood that could never have been hers because she had not been born into the middle class. For eight long years, Smith worked in popularly priced theaters across North America, struggling to make her way to Broadway. Once on Broadway, she was sure that the “legitimate” stage would bring financial and physical stability, respectability, and an end to continual auditions and the grind of touring.

Many of the entertainment world’s leading performers of stage and then screen began their careers in the popular theater and on the traveling circuit. A comprehensive list would contain thousands of names like Florence Lawrence, Mae Murray, Douglas Fairbanks, and Charlie Chaplin. Sometimes they crossed paths and became friends or rivals or both. One of Smith’s lifelong colleagues and friends was the actress Lillian Gish. While Smith’s first touring role and first US job was as Gish’s replacement in a fall 1901 tour of Schoolhouse, many more parallels can be found in their personal and professional lives. Both were the oldest children and primary breadwinners for their female-headed households; both had absent fathers; both became very successful working with director D. W. Griffith at Biograph Studios in the early 1910s in the heady early days of silent film. Before success came, both girls spent their childhood and young adulthood toiling in popular theater in and around New York City. Both traveled throughout the northeastern United States on tour, auditioning and living in New York between jobs. The summers were particularly difficult; many stages were shuttered so jobs were scarce. To make ends meet, one summer—likely in 1905—the Smith and Gish families (Lillian as well as mother Mary and sister Dorothy) shared a New York apartment and pooled their meager resources. Gladys and Lillian developed a close friendship as they lived and worked through momentous changes to the entertainment industry. Both prospered and achieved great acclaim, which they could only dream of as struggling young actresses on the hot summer streets of Manhattan and from the stages of the kerosene circuit.

From the fall of 1901 through the fall of 1907, Smith played in a wide range of venues, shows (though melodramas predominated), and roles. Enduring success and Broadway continued to elude her. Sometimes she was featured, sometimes not. Sometimes she played a boy, sometimes a girl. In the melodrama The Fatal Wedding, she played the juvenile lead as the Little Mother. In that 1903 touring production, Charlotte made one of her few stage appearances as a domestic servant. In November 1905, all the Smith children were cast in a Brooklyn production of the musical Edmund Burke, which accorded a rare period of togetherness at home in New York: Gladys and Lottie played young boys and Jack a girl. In early 1907, Gladys found herself alone again on tour, playing a supporting role in the melodrama For a Human Life back on the kerosene circuit.

When she returned to New York for the summer, fifteen-year-old Gladys found herself at a crossroads. She could no longer easily be cast as “Baby” Gladys Smith. But she was not yet old enough to be the ingénue and star especially since three years had been trimmed from her age. After seven hard years of childhood spent on the stage, she looked to her future and worried. She began to consider other options, including learning the trade of dressmaking with the goal of opening her own shop.

She had significant stage experience, determination, good looks, and youth still on her side. So she began a relentless campaign to secure an audition with legendary Broadway producer David Belasco. A flamboyant, larger-than-life, self-styled impresario, Belasco generally premiered a new, crowd-pleasing, and often critically maligned show every Broadway season. Belasco productions were noted for bringing a new naturalism to stage acting and for high-quality, innovative set design and production. After months of visits to his casting office and attempts to reach him through intermediaries, Smith finally secured an audition with Belasco. And then he cast her as the younger sister to the lead ingénue in an undistinguished if popular Civil War melodrama The Warrens of Virginia. Before casting Gladys Louise Smith, Belasco insisted on a name change. He came up with Mary Pickford: Pickford being the middle name of her maternal grandfather John Pickford Hennessey. The rest of the Smiths became Pickfords to benefit from Mary’s success and rising profile and maintain familial cohesion.

The newly christened Mary Pickford made her Broadway debut in December 1907 at the landmark Belasco Theatre in the heart of Times Square, New York’s emerging entertainment and advertising center, with some of the nation’s newest theaters and illuminated signs. When the show ended its Broadway run in May 1908, Pickford joined the show’s touring company. The tour ended in March 1909.

This Belasco production brought Pickford to Broadway and provided her with more than a year of steady employment. This job was the longest and most lucrative of her career to date. She was working with and learning from a cast and crew that was one of the best in the nation. Here Pickford honed the more natural and less histrionic acting style that contributed to her later success in the film world. While on tour, she played in first-rate theaters and enjoyed greatly improved working conditions. Her name change signaled the beginning of a mentoring process with Belasco, who had helped build many successful stage careers. Pickford had finally begun to experience the kind of career and life she had long desired.

Her Broadway breakthrough did offer temporary respite from the endless rounds of auditions and money worries. Her association with Belasco promised to bring the accolades and compensation that had thus far eluded her. But not yet. And she remained the primary breadwinner for her family, living on a strict budget and turning the rest of her earnings over to Charlotte. Based in New York, she was aware of a new popular entertainment drawing crowds and inciting public debate and legislation: moving pictures, as early film was known. Increasingly, theater actors did film work “on the side” and anonymously to generate additional revenue. And they often “doubled in brass,” or performed more than one job. Mary’s first attempts to secure film work failed, but she was well aware of new opportunities for women in the industry. Stage actress Lois Weber had already begun what would become a most distinguished career as a director. Actress Gene Gauntier was performing, writing scenarios (silent-era screenplays), and directing. By April 1909, she could use her status as a newly minted Belasco actress to secure film work. As Belasco remarked, she had “an unusually strong business head.”8

As Pickford told it, she was less than impressed when she arrived on the doorstep of the Manhattan brownstone that was home to Biograph Company, one of the leading US film studios. She and actor-turned-director D. W. Griffith clashed almost immediately and began a contentious yet wildly successful collaboration that would help shape the art of the motion picture. Life was about to change decisively for Mary and the rest of the Pickfords.
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Pickford and the Moving Pictures: Creating the Art and Business of Film, 1909–1913

Mary Pickford went to work full time at Biograph Company in the spring of 1909, a key transitional period for the new entertainment business of moving pictures. Pickford’s decision to turn to film for employment mirrored that of many theater actors who found great opportunity and additional income in the rapidly growing film industry—an industry that was coming of age as a popular amusement, commercial enterprise, and new—if deeply contested—art form. In the months prior to Pickford’s employment at Biograph, the industry was beset by corporate consolidation, competition, and instability with the formation of Thomas Edison’s Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC). This ultimately failed international oligopoly was one of the first attempts to control all industry processes (production, distribution, and exhibition) through vertical and horizontal integration. Simultaneously, critics beset the industry, which—as a result—was placed under increasing scrutiny from local, state, and federal officials. Corporate reorganization and regulatory battles coincided with great creative and technical innovation in film language and technique. Indeed, Pickford rose among a generation of artists who would fundamentally shape the film industry in the silent era.

The earliest film technology was first developed and refined in the 1870s and 1880s by many inventors and entrepreneurs for varied industrial, technical, and scientific applications. Harnessing this technology for commercial amusement as moving pictures would come in the 1890s. American inventor Thomas Edison played a central role. He used the considerable resources of his industrial laboratory as well as his formidable reputation to secure the services of many inventors and thus held numerous patents. As a result, the Edison Film Manufacturing Company became a major force in the early film world. Beginning in 1893, Edison’s kinetoscope, comparable to a large viewfinder, enabled individual viewing of brief films of foreign lands, exotic wildlife, and the like that ran up to about a minute long. The Biograph Company came up with a competing peep-show device called the mutoscope.

Kinetoscopes, mutoscopes, and other viewing machines proliferated in hotel lobbies, department stores, dime museums, and urban arcades across the 1890s. With the introduction of large-screen projection by 1900, the platform for consumption shifted from individual viewing machines to popularly priced theaters. Initially, films were simply added to the programs in popular theaters, including the ten-twenty-thirties in which Pickford had long labored. Next, storefront theaters dedicated exclusively to film exhibition began to appear in poor, working-class, and immigrant urban neighborhoods as well as in small-town commercial districts across North America. By 1905, the era of “Nickel Madness” had begun.

Between 1905 and 1910, an estimated 10,000 theaters dedicated solely to film exhibition opened across the United States with about 70 percent of such public spaces located outside major urban centers. Most such theaters were nickelodeons: unregulated and often informal spaces that included a screen, a projector, some form of live musical accompaniment, and hodge-podge seating. In some cases, existing live theatrical venues were repurposed, but all kinds of commercial spaces and municipal buildings were used. For only five cents’ admission, an audience could experience a program of several silent films (that now ranged from two to ten minutes long) in a darkened space that generally lacked ushers or other personnel whose job it was to monitor audience behavior, including policing unaccompanied children and young couples.

The nickelodeons located in North America’s growing urban, working-class, and immigrant neighborhoods, in particular, attracted the attention of political, social, and economic elites, including Progressive reformers, who railed against the content and consumption of this new mass entertainment. Unlike many other art forms, film had a strong working-class affiliation from the outset, not just among its audience but also among those who would make their fortune in the industry. What came to be known as Paramount Pictures (and would help make Pickford a star), for example, was founded by a Hungarian immigrant, Adolph Zukor. In addition to class tensions, the growing numbers of girls and women both in the audiences and working behind the camera also fueled suspicion of the moving picture industry.

Film content remained unregulated and included the sensational and the risqué as well as meditations on class and gender conflict. The flammability of early film stock and the sporadic occurrence of deadly fires that killed audience members gave rise to legitimate concerns about public safety in nickelodeons. Reformers—whose primary objections were to the class status, national origins, and sometimes gender of film’s producers, distributors, exhibitors, and consumers—magnified such concerns. As a democratic, public space, the nickelodeon offered—in the eyes of many—too much autonomy, especially for young women. Pickford and Gish were among the many young female workers who experienced significant socioeconomic mobility thanks to the film industry.

As the industry’s cultural and economic significance grew, its attraction increased for performers like Pickford. Early in December 1908, a consortium of major US film producers (including Edison and Biograph) and distributors formed the MPPC. In so doing, they sought to optimize profits and gain control of the production, distribution, and exhibition process. Just as such industry leadership was coalescing, however, it confronted municipal and federal challenges. The US Justice Department—assisted by MPPC opponents such as Zukor—ultimately sued the MPPC for being a monopoly that restrained trade. (The suit was successful in 1915, though other corporations, including Zukor’s, would form in its wake to vertically and horizontally integrate the industry and achieve monopolistic control across the 1920s.)

On Christmas Eve 1908, New York City mayor George B. McClellan Jr. closed down the more than six hundred nickelodeons in New York City on the pretext of rampant fire and health code violations. A coalition of Progressive reformers and political and social and economic elites orchestrated this shutdown. The city’s other theater owners, threatened by the competition, played a key role here; they resented the nickelodeons’ freedom from licensing and regulations. Because New York had established itself as a center of the emerging film industry, this crisis prompted swift and decisive action from the MPPC to forestall governmental regulation and censorship. They reached out to the People’s Institute, a prestigious Progressive reform organization founded in 1897, with a proposal for a film regulatory board. Conceived to circumvent censorship legislation and bring a measure of respectability and public accountability to the rapidly developing movie business, the MPPC and the People’s Institute established the National Board of Censorship of Motion Pictures in March 1909 to review and approve film content. This public-private partnership silenced critics and established the self-regulatory model that persists to this day.

As a working actor based in New York City, Pickford would have been well aware of all of these developments. In 1907 and again in 1908, she made some half-hearted attempts to secure film work at “one of those despised, cheap, loathsome motion-picture studios.”1 Such ambivalence was common among stage actors. Up to this time, film for most actors remained sporadic, low-paying, and low-status work. Negative perceptions of film work persisted, fueled by the increasing competition the moving picture theater posed to live stage entertainment.

So why did Pickford and many others finally commit to this new medium? Her choice of Biograph was hardly serendipitous, as she later remembered, but a carefully considered and calculated choice. When Pickford walked through the door, Biograph was the most prestigious New York studio and a leading MPPC member. Like most other major film studios at this time, Biograph was building its first permanent company of cast and crew. At the head of that company was the man who hired Pickford, former actor turned director D. W. Griffith. A key to his success, and therefore Biograph’s, was the team he was assembling. Together they would decisively shape the language, technique, content, and style of American cinema.

In April 1909, Pickford joined Biograph at forty dollars a week—a lucrative salary and significantly more than she had been making with Belasco. In the film world, her nearly eight years of acting experience and her newly acquired status as a Broadway actress—even with only one show to her credit—mattered. As she told Griffith when negotiating her salary, “I’m a David Belasco actress, and I deserve more money.”2 At Biograph, Pickford found a good wage, steady employment, and some semblance of stability after almost eight long years of endless auditioning and touring. Although the hours were long and the pace often grueling on Biograph sets, she had no fear of hard work. Now she had a home to return to every evening and felt secure in the knowledge that she could fulfill her duties as family breadwinner. She also established herself as part of a permanent and intensely collaborative and creative young studio. Although this intensity generated tension and conflict, it also produced remarkable art as well as lasting personal and professional relationships.

Pickford always looked back fondly on her Biograph days for good reason: there she learned the art of filmmaking. The studio was aptly characterized as “‘the cradle of the movies,’ ‘the kindergarten of photoplay,’ and ‘the birthplace of screen celebrity.’”3 She was never “just” an actor: from the outset, she wrote scenarios and learned best practices for lighting, camera work, makeup, costuming, sets, and stunts. She could do so because the film industry was in flux, with skills and responsibilities still being established. The lack of hierarchy and structure produced camaraderie and created opportunities for the ambitious and upwardly mobile, such as Pickford.

Mack Sennett was another actor, producer, and director who got his start at Biograph. Both Sennett and Pickford also wrote scenarios (silent versions of the modern screenplay, which contained only a basic outline of the plot and characters with an emphasis on the all-important stage directions) at Biograph: multitasking that laid the groundwork for their producing careers. Sennett went on to profoundly shape the genre of American slapstick comedy through his Keystone Kops and many other works.

Another valuable Biograph employee was camera operator Gottlieb Wilhelm (Billy) Bitzer; a pioneering cinematographer, Bitzer’s longtime collaboration was central to Griffith’s success. In the early years at Biograph, they built more complex narratives that juggled multiple storylines. They experimented with tremendous success with camera, lighting, and editing techniques, including close-ups, the dissolve, crosscutting, soft focus, and backlighting, as well as parallel editing.

Pickford and other actors encountered a working environment quite unlike that of live theater. Pickford lamented “the empty studio,” by which she was referring to the lack of a live audience. She also remembered, “The camera confused and frightened me, . . . and the . . . camera man embarrassed me.”4 The primary Biograph stage was a converted ballroom that was crowded, loud, and hot. An enormous, noisy, and largely stationary camera dominated the set. In the era of silent films, there was a constant din on set, from the camera to the director trying to be heard over the noise. The lights on set generated intense brightness and heat; the rest of the studio remained dimly lit, which made it difficult to navigate with people, costumes, sets, and props all around. As another Biograph actress reported, “We were sure we were in an insane asylum.”5 The communal dressing rooms in the basement were neither private nor glamorous. Biograph’s business and production spaces met the industry standard at this time—makeshift.

Film also demanded new acting techniques, resulting in a fusion of old and new styles. An exaggerated, histrionic style predominated in the ten-twenty-thirties to play to the balcony and hold the attention of often-unruly crowds. Film acting made new demands on actors (and their directors) for greater subtlety and nuance. Yet the lack of dialogue and verbal exposition required some broad pantomime and gesticulation to convey emotion and move the narrative along. Intertitles—the printed text interspersed throughout silent films to provide important information and dialogue and to underscore narrative developments—could only do so much. So broad, symbolic acting had to coexist with more subtle work. Having recently worked with Belasco, Pickford had already begun to adopt his more naturalistic style. Even so, Pickford quickly realized that many of her long-honed skills would not work on film. She helped pioneer a more subtle style of film acting that emphasized simplicity, stillness, and restraint. Not all actors or directors championed this new, more restrained style, but many of the most successful, like Pickford, did. She repeatedly clashed with Griffith over his predilection for his ingénues, in particular, to use the old, exaggerated techniques.

In 1909, Pickford appeared in more than forty Biograph films in a range of roles, from extra to supporting to lead. These films ranged in length from about ten to twenty minutes as films grew longer with more coherent and complex narratives. At this stage, production generally took just a few days. Pickford played a wide variety of characters and sharpened her craft in these so-called shorts. She had little vanity when it came to performing and would take on any role: male or female, glamorous or downtrodden. In many ways, Pickford was Griffith’s ideal ingénue: she proved capable of breathtakingly rapid shifts between comedy and drama and came to exemplify the beautiful, spirited, troubled young heroine on a difficult and trying journey to a fulfilling womanhood.

Pickford, always a precocious talent, possessed a tremendous work ethic and wanted to understand every aspect of the filmmaking process. When not in front of the cameras, Pickford remained on set to learn from all her coworkers about lighting, camerawork, makeup, costuming, set design, and editing. Biograph offered great learning opportunities as studio personnel operated in close quarters and for long hours. An average work day ran from 9 a.m. to 8 p.m. with a one-hour lunch. In addition to long shooting days in their Manhattan brownstone, location shooting around the New York–New Jersey metropolitan area further built camaraderie. Many Biograph employees, including Pickford, would fondly remember those years of innovation and collaboration.

Pickford’s determination to succeed was rooted in her childhood of deprivation, labor, and endless auditioning. She wanted stability, prosperity, and control. As a young woman with training, but without formal education, she had limited options. Outside of the world of mass entertainment, she could work as a domestic servant or sales clerk or in textiles or other manual labor. In the opening decades of the twentieth century, however, the film industry provided significant opportunities for upward mobility and personal and professional achievement for women such as Pickford, in front of and behind the camera. In the era of the nickelodeon, significant numbers of women worked as writers, producers, and directors. Pickford joined their ranks. Once at Biograph, she would never again have to depend solely on acting for her livelihood. Despite having been largely homes-chooled and self-taught, in 1909, she sold three scenarios to Biograph, all of which Griffith directed, and in two of which she starred. From 1910 to 1915, she wrote or cowrote at least nine scenarios for Biograph and other studios and starred in some of them. If she was not happy with her roles, she now had the wherewithal to do something about it through her writing. This kind of double duty was common in the early silent era as the production process and organizational structure were in flux.

Pickford’s first role at Biograph was as an extra in Her First Biscuits (1909), which featured Florence Lawrence, who also hailed from Canada. And Pickford and Lawrence shared more than Canadian citizenship. Both worked as child performers on the stage and then made the transition to film. Lawrence began film work in 1907 and quickly became popular with audiences. After some success at Vitagraph Studios, Biograph hired her away in 1908 and publicized her as the “Biograph Girl.”

In Her First Biscuits, Lawrence played a woman who brings awful homemade biscuits to her husband’s office. The offending baked goods make everyone in the theatrical agency ill. Pickford played one of the “biscuit victims.” Even in a very small role in a film that featured Biograph’s leading actress, Pickford shone. Griffith could see it and chose to work closely with her. In 1909 alone they made an estimated forty-six films together. As collaborators, both emerged as important artists in the early film industry.

Pickford always acknowledged Griffith’s role in her artistic development. Yet he was difficult, as many colleagues attested, including Pickford. She was later quite candid about their contentious working relationship. He created an exciting creative climate, but he also sought to dominate and manipulate his acting company. He tried to keep them off balance and unsure of their skills and place in the company. He cast actors in a wide range of roles, from lead to supporting to extra and back, so their status in the company was neither clear nor assured. He could be verbally aggressive and even abusive. He would be provocative to get a reaction, to get the shot, to assert his dominance. He tried to create a competitive atmosphere among performers, especially the ingénues, in order to provoke jealousy. From the start, Pickford was, however, a force to be reckoned with. She mostly refused to be manipulated, dominated, or drawn into conflict with other actors.

Their altercations were sometimes verbal, sometimes physical, and often resulted in Pickford storming off the set. Most often, Pickford stood her ground and she won. The director and actress increasingly clashed over his preferred acting style for his ingénues. As Pickford remembered, “I . . . wouldn’t . . . do something that made me feel foolish, like clapping my hands and saying ‘Oooo, look at the sweet little birdies. . . . I’m a young girl and I don’t go into twittering ecstasies over birds and rabbits. . . . [T]hat was a weakness with him—having young girls run around pointing to a robin or something.”6 Lillian Gish likewise resisted being forced to “hop around . . . like a frisky puppy.”7 Both young women wanted to be taken seriously as performers and individuals and fought to make this a reality.

In recounting her story, Pickford forthrightly addressed her formative yet conflicted professional relationship with Griffith. She often began with the story of her first few days of work at Biograph: a cautionary and chilling tale about the challenges in and hazards of the workplace for women. In Pickford’s telling and retelling of her first two days at Biograph, she had to deal with what we would now call sexual harassment: unwanted romantic advances as well as inappropriate and disrespectful commentary from male colleagues and superiors. Such a hostile workplace climate was the norm for women at this time: it took more than half a century before social, cultural, and legal changes made sexual harassment socially unacceptable and illegal. Nonetheless, Pickford, outraged by this treatment, used the resources at her disposal to question and challenge such practices. Her difficult early days at Biograph became part of her narrative, in press written by and about her as well as in her 1955 memoir. About her early days at Biograph, she remembered that she was often uncomfortable and placed in compromising positions and sometimes “wanted more than ever to escape.”8 But she could not. She had to support her family.

As a child and then young woman on the road, Pickford often had to fend for herself and learned early how to meet economic and social challenges: how to make ends meet, how to get a room in a new town. She also learned how to navigate a world that questioned her morality and ethics simply because she was an actress. Actresses had long been understood as social and sexual outsiders due to their unconventional lifestyles and workplaces; therefore, she developed a keen understanding of the importance of maintaining a spotless reputation. The so-called casting couch was a reality for female performers; many women had no choice but to practice a delicate balancing act to avoid sexual exploitation and sustain employment. Girls and women who refused to capitulate could find their livelihoods imperiled by vengeful male colleagues. Pickford consistently addressed these serious workplace dilemmas with the story of her early days at Biograph.

According to Pickford, Griffith suggested she might be “too fat,” verbally abused her on set, and asked her out over the course of her audition at Biograph. She declined his date but returned to the studio. He also demanded as part of her audition that she rehearse a kissing scene with Biograph leading man Owen Moore, who had already insulted her by calling her a “dame.” Pickford played the scene, endured these challenges to her propriety and self-esteem, and secured a lead role. To succeed in the early twentieth-century workplace, women often had to withstand and excuse or ignore such harassment. This hazing came at the hands of Griffith and Moore, who would become the most important men in her life: her first film director and her first husband, respectively. Here is an excellent illustration of the gender inequality that shaped every aspect of American society. Women often had to navigate difficult sexual and gender politics: how to be professional and appropriate without being too negative and disruptive of the status quo.

Always mindful of these problems, Pickford strove to gain control of her workplace by starting her own production company and then her own studio, in part so that she could craft a safe and comfortable workplace. Those who worked for and with Pickford almost uniformly reported her to be an excellent boss and manager who created an egalitarian and harmonious workplace. The exceptions tended to be male directors who clashed with Pickford over basic issues of control and vision—this director-producer conflict was quite common on film sets. Otherwise, subordinates and peers alike spoke of her in overwhelmingly positive terms. Considering the heights of success that Pickford reached, it is unusual to find so little negative commentary about her professional behavior. But she never forgot the often-difficult conditions under which she had labored and wanted to be a different kind of employer.

This harassment discomfited and angered Pickford, but she ultimately prevailed. She demonstrated considerable talent, ambition, and drive, so much so that it was not long before she had the entire Pickford family working at Biograph. By August 1909, both Jack and Lottie were on the Biograph payroll. As the family breadwinner, seventeen-year-old Mary could finally start to feel secure. The financial stability that Biograph offered also freed the serious and dutiful Mary to consider a life beyond her nuclear family. Mary would continue in her role as provider, but she was ready for some rebellion and romance.

Pickford had experienced little personal life outside her family before her Biograph years. She was busy working, touring, auditioning, and being frugal—a habit she found hard to break even after she became one of the wealthiest women in the nation. When Pickford arrived at Biograph, Griffith used one of his favorite actors, the handsome and rakish Irish-born Owen Moore, to help test and goad his new hire. Although these initial interactions with Moore upset Pickford, they also sparked an attraction. Griffith’s need to dominate and manipulate his female performers had unforeseen consequences: unwittingly and ultimately to his dismay, Griffith had also acted as matchmaker.

Pickford had little to say about her first husband over the course of her long life and career. Theirs was a tempestuous and ultimately failed relationship. The only positive words she could muster were to acknowledge his good looks and “melodious voice.” When they met, Pickford had just turned seventeen, and Moore was twenty-two. He was handsome, talented, and charismatic. She was lovely, gifted, and ambitious. Both came from modest backgrounds; both were veterans of the theatrical touring circuit. She was a promising new recruit to film. He had shot more than forty Biograph films, and his prospects were bright. Both were Griffith protégés at one of the industry’s leading studios. They played love interests in one of Pickford’s first Biograph films, The Violin Maker of Cremona (1909). Real life soon mirrored reel life.

Mary and Owen faced a major obstacle that turned theirs into a forbidden romance—and likely fueled their early passion: Charlotte did not approve. She would have been uneasy about any romantic partnership in Mary’s life. A boyfriend or husband threatened to change the family dynamic. He would likely challenge or oppose Mary’s continuing financial support as well as Charlotte’s central role in her life and career. In the case of Owen, there existed a serious problem that led most people who knew of the relationship, including Charlotte and Griffith, to be alarmed: he suffered from alcoholism. John Smith’s drinking problem no doubt played a central role in his desertion of his family and his early death—a reality Charlotte knew all too well. At this time, alcoholism was not understood as a serious and debilitating addiction; “the drink” was considered a shameful moral and personal failing—often wrongly characterized as the sole province of the poor and the immigrant classes—not to be discussed or acknowledged. Charlotte had long obfuscated and encouraged her children to idolize and romanticize their absent father. And Charlotte herself seems to have abused alcohol on occasion. Mother and daughter were unlikely to have a frank discussion of alcoholism, which would come to plague the entire Pickford family.

At the start of their relationship, Moore could still function at work and home. His alcoholism had not yet destroyed his career and turned him into the difficult man he was to become. He and Pickford were still equals as important, up-and-coming members of the Biograph troupe. Their professional equity would soon change, however. In December 1909, Florence Lawrence left Biograph for Independent Moving Picture Company (IMP). Pickford replaced her as the Biograph Girl. She had landed the role of the studio’s leading lady. As such, she ranked among the select group of personnel chosen to spend the next few winter months shooting in balmy Los Angeles. Charlotte successfully lobbied Griffith to get Jack included on this cross-country adventure. Although Owen was originally slated to go, Griffith left him behind because of the actor’s own hubris as well as a growing desire on the part of Griffith and Charlotte to separate the young couple. In early January 1910, the Biograph party left New York and embarked on the five-day locomotive ride to Los Angeles. This train trip marked a very different kind of journey from the arduous travel Pickford had known on the second- and third-rate theater circuit. For the first time, Pickford had use of a sleeper berth and an ample food allowance; she had free time and resources to sightsee and interact with her colleagues and fellow travelers. This relative comfort and affluence did not, however, stop her from economizing and lecturing her Biograph colleagues about their profligate ways throughout the four-month trip.

Biograph’s production sojourn in Southern California came at the beginning of the industry-wide migration of production headquarters from New York and Chicago to Los Angeles that would give rise to Hollywood as myth and reality. Location shooting had always happened all over the nation and even the globe, including California, Florida, Colorado, Oklahoma, Ireland, Germany, and Mexico. So why this permanent relocation? The Mediterranean climate that facilitated year-round outdoor shooting and the proximity to diverse landscapes—rolling hills, ocean, mountains, and desert—certainly played a role, but were not decisive. Most importantly, the young boomtown of Los Angeles had an accommodating municipal government eager to attract new industry with its inexpensive and abundant land and a notoriously open shop policy, which sharply discouraged labor union activism. The siren song of cheap land and cheap labor meant that by the time Biograph began working in its temporary studio at the corner of Grand and Washington in downtown Los Angeles in early 1910, at least ten other film studios had already established production facilities in the vicinity. The exodus had begun.

Pickford enjoyed the change of scenery, climate, and pace that Los Angeles and its environs offered. But she did not instantly “fall in love” with Southern California; she remembered needing at least three trips to adjust to the strangeness of the place. Its sights and smells were foreign to a young woman whose travels heretofore had been limited to the northeastern United States and southeastern Canada. On this first trip, Mary was separated from her new boyfriend and instead saddled with her teenage brother Jack, who took this opportunity to run a bit wild and give a preview of his dissolute adult life. Even in the midst of the novelty of the trip, the hard work, and the struggles with Jack, Mary managed to find time to sell three scenarios: one to Biograph and the others to Essanay. This trip confirmed Mary’s rising profile in the industry.

Griffith and his troupe took advantage of this opportunity and shot on location throughout Southern California, from Ventura County to Glendale to San Juan Capistrano. In Southern California, Griffith and Pickford produced their most ambitious and important film to date: Ramona, shot in and around Rancho Camulos in Ventura County, just north of Los Angeles, a site that inspired author Helen Hunt Jackson. Biograph paid an unprecedented one hundred dollars to secure the rights to Jackson’s classic 1884 novel by the same name. This information appeared in the film’s opening credits.9 Why did Griffith break with standard practice and share such information with the audience? Griffith and Biograph sought to profit from the thriving Ramona industry that had developed in the wake of the publication of Jackson’s best-selling novel. Ramona used a love triangle in a historical fictional setting to examine Spanish, then Mexican, then American conquest of Native Americans and their land and culture in mid- to late 1800s California. By 1910, fiction had come to be understood as fact, and Ramona stood as a cornerstone myth of Southern California tourism and economic development. Griffith’s adaptation served as part of a thriving Ramona industry of books, films, theatrical productions, songs, postcards, pamphlets, and tourist sites. Progressive reformers, Jackson, and then Griffith in his filmed adaptation sought to examine the plight of Native Americans; Griffith subtitled the film A Story of the White Man’s Injustice to the Indian. Yet the book and the film ultimately fueled not activism but tourism to Ramona’s Southern California settings and inspired a misguided and ahistorical nostalgia for Spanish colonial rule in California. Griffith’s adaptation, in particular, romanticized and obscured the often brutal and oppressive nature of Spanish colonial rule for Native Americans to align with the mythology central to an emerging Southern California commercial ethos and regional identity. Griffith’s film with its lush cinematography and scenery served as an unofficial but very effective promotional tool for Southern California tourism, offering audiences shots of breathtaking and seemingly undeveloped landscape.

This film became an important milestone in both Griffith’s and Pickford’s careers. He increasingly began to focus on themes of economic, ethnic, racial, and social injustice and fashioned himself into a Progressive reformer and filmmaker. Griffith proved most successful in those goals when he tackled economic injustice in an Anglo-American context. For example, in his 1909 A Corner in Wheat, he took on the dangers of the forces of corporate consolidation and monopolistic business practices. In this film, he revealed the negative impact of industrialization and the rise of industrial capitalism on the urban and rural poor, on shopkeepers and farmers; he chose European American characters and context, divided by class but not race or ethnicity. Although Griffith could effectively address economic inequality, his cinematic attempts to address ethnic and racial tensions and reform were much less successful. Indeed, Griffith’s racism, ethnocentrism, and paternalism emerged in bold relief in films such as Ramona and later the notorious The Birth of a Nation (1915), in which he examined the plight of Native Americans and African Americans, respectively.

As an influential and gifted early filmmaker, Griffith helped to establish a central narrative frame for US film that reflected the racial and ethnic hierarchies of the day: in his films and those of many other leading filmmakers, white culture and society was framed as civilized and superior to nonwhite culture and society. This formulation is at work in Ramona. Although the film critiques US conquest of Native Americans, it also presents that conquest as the inevitable and unalterable outcome of this clash of civilizations, one superior, one inferior. The European Americans in the film, whether US settlers or the former Spanish colonizers, have the resources and acumen to despoil, dispossess, and dominate. The Native Americans are depicted as primitive and unstable and helpless, including Ramona’s husband, Alessandro. In Griffith’s Ramona, she is the adopted daughter of a “great Spanish household,” whose mother plans for her to be married to Felipe, a Spanish nobleman and member of the same household. Instead, Ramona falls in love with Alessandro. Ramona then discovers that she, too, is of Native descent and runs off with Alessandro. At this point, Ramona’s life changes drastically. She “throws away her world” and life as the privileged, accomplished, and obedient daughter of elites to become a rebellious, impoverished outcast wandering the countryside. Ramona and Alessandro, as a Native couple, are dispossessed and repeatedly harassed by the white man in the form of US settlers of California. Their baby dies under these adverse conditions. Then the formerly dignified and stoic Alessandro goes mad, and white pursuers shoot him dead. This Native man is depicted as ultimately unstable and unmanly in his failure to provide for his family.10

Ramona tells a sad and melodramatic tale of US injustice to Native Americans; US settlers and military forces in the newly acquired California appear as unquestionably villainous. Alessandro, Ramona’s Native American husband, however, descends into the stereotype of a “noble savage,” driven into madness and death. Her alliance with Alessandro leads Ramona from a civilized to a primitive world. She experiences great tragedy and strife. The film ends with the Spanish Felipe, a stable and accomplished man, arriving to save the day and, presumably, to restore Ramona to the civilized world.

In this film, as in other Biograph films with Griffith, Pickford performed in what has come to be called redface, that is, Anglo performers portraying Native Americans with makeup to darken skin tones and in ceremonial and often stereotypical and inaccurate costuming. Such practices were common in a segregated film industry in a segregated America: blackface and yellowface were also common practices in which white actors played African American and Asian characters, respectively. Such characters were generally stereotypes, most often performed in broad strokes—as fools or villains or hapless victims—to reinforce racial and ethnic hierarchies. Hair, makeup, and costuming transformed white performers and conveyed various racial and ethnic “types.”

In Ramona, a straight, black wig covered Pickford’s blonde curls, and her skin was darkened. After her marriage to Alessandro, the character’s costuming changed from the frocks of a wealthy young girl to poor, Native garb, illustrating her fall in socioeconomic status. Pickford’s character is ultimately “rescued” from her poor choice of a Native American husband and a life of dispossession and poverty and returned to the civilized, elite, white world from which she came. Pickford performed in redface in several other Griffith films, including 1912’s Iola’s Promise. As the eponymous Iola, Pickford’s Indian maiden is caught in the cross fire in the conflict between white settlers and Native Americans. She dies but makes a temporary peace between her people and the white settlers whom Iola has come to know and love and sacrifices herself to save. Here was a version of the “noble savage” stereotype: a character too good to live in such a wicked world in which the white man can and should prevail. The Natives cannot even be trusted to protect one of their own because they kill Iola, mistaking her for a white captive. In 1915’s Little Pal she played an Inuit. Pickford would also perform in yellowface in 1915’s Madame Butterfly, her final nonwhite role. Even as she dabbled in non-Anglo characters, she was developing a following as the “Girl with the [Golden] Curls,” that is, a white girl—so, whatever the character she might play, audiences increasingly knew it was an act. She was emerging as just the kind of star an industry seeking a white, middle-class audience—their dollars and their approval—could safely root for.

Upon her April 1910 return to New York, Pickford resumed her clandestine relationship with Moore. Having been turned down for a raise and cut from the Los Angeles trip, Moore left Biograph and went to work for Carl Laemmle at IMP, which would in 1912 become part of Universal Film Manufacturing Company (today known as Universal Studios). Laemmle included himself among a growing number of independent film producers, distributors, and exhibitors who refused to join the MPPC or abide by its dictates. Instead, they pledged to defy and break this cartel, of which Biograph was a member. They used many strategies including lawsuits and stealing the MPPC’s top talent. Laemmle had already hired away the first Biograph Girl, Florence Lawrence. By the time Pickford returned to New York and Biograph in spring 1910, IMP was working to make Lawrence a household name and a star.

Until 1910, studios did not identify actors by name even as audiences began to clamor for information about featured performers: name, age, marital status, background. Studios initially did not implement a star system comparable to the one that already existed in the theater world for several reasons. In the earliest films, actors were shot from a distance, without close-ups and without much narrative or character development, so it was difficult to distinguish one performer from another. Many actors preferred the anonymity, at least in the beginning, as they dabbled in this debased new medium and worried about how film work might adversely affect their chances on the legitimate stage. With the development of longer, more complex narrative films and technical innovations like the close-up and point-of-view shots, audiences grew more invested in and curious about performers. Even as audience interest grew and actors became more open about their film work, studios resisted the star system because they knew all too well that the star system meant higher salaries, more demands, and greater power for the talent. But forward-thinking studio executives like Laemmle at IMP concluded that star performers would increase profits and offset the costs incurred by a star system. They decided to harness fan interest and performer willingness to build a star system in their fight against MPPC’s industry domination.

Despite the talent drain, Biograph, an MPPC stalwart, continued to resist naming its actors: Pickford remained known publicly only as the Biograph Girl. Fan enthusiasm, the lure of the star system, the promise of headlining with her soon-to-be husband, and Laemmle’s deep pockets convinced her. In what would become their standard practice, Charlotte and Mary engaged in protracted and hard-fought negotiations with IMP. They emerged victorious. In December 1910, Mary went to work at IMP. Her salary jumped from $100 a week at Biograph to $175 a week at IMP. Her new yearly wage of $9,100 was far beyond the average American yearly wage of $400 to $600. Laemmle committed himself to making Mary a star; he also added Charlotte, Jack, and Lottie to the IMP payroll. And Owen Moore was already working there.

Within a month of leaving Griffith and Biograph, Mary made another major life change. At IMP, Pickford and Moore costarred in at least twenty films together. But they were no longer just colleagues. She and Moore married on January 7, 1911, shortly after she joined IMP. They went to a Jersey City courthouse and married with no pomp or circumstance—or family and friends in attendance. She accomplished her first major bid for independence and autonomy from her nuclear family without their knowledge, approval, or participation. Yet, on her wedding night, Pickford parted from Moore and returned to the family apartment and the bed she shared with Lottie—an inauspicious start to what would become a very troubled marriage. She was not yet ready to tell her disapproving mother or the rest of her family. As she recalled, “That was the first time I was ever disobedient to my mother.”11

Right after they were married, Pickford and Moore set sail for Havana, Cuba. The newlyweds were not headed on a honeymoon. They went to Cuba, a popular spot for location shooting, with the rest of the IMP company (including Charlotte, Lottie, and Jack). On this disastrous trip, Pickford finally told her family that she had married. They did not celebrate. Charlotte was furious for many reasons. Her dutiful and obedient elder daughter had defied her and lied to her. The Pickford family breadwinner—the rest of the Pickfords were working for IMP and on the Havana shoot only because of Mary—had formed a new alliance that threatened the status quo. And Charlotte neither liked nor trusted her adored daughter’s new husband. Moore did nothing on this trip to improve relations. He drank and got into legal trouble. His new wife got sick. The trip was cut short.

The young couple returned to New York and continued to fight over her family, his drinking, and her rising profile and thriving career. When they met, he was the established star at Biograph and she was a struggling unknown. The status quo had reversed quickly. Pickford’s time at IMP was not positive. One of the reasons was that Moore costarred in twenty of her thirty-three IMP films and their personal tensions carried over into their professional life. Despite its raiding of Biograph’s talent, the upstart IMP still lagged behind Biograph in terms of film quality, creative community, and innovation. Pickford was unhappy at home and at work, so she rapidly made another change. Pickford was not alone in seeking new opportunities. Director Thomas Ince, with whom she worked closely at IMP, left around the same time and embarked upon a groundbreaking and distinguished career as an independent producer. This was a fluid and volatile period in the early film industry, with significant turnover and shifting alliances.

In September 1911, Pickford announced that she was going to work for the newly formed Majestic-Reliance Studios. Founder Harry Aitken lured the unhappy Pickford away from IMP, and she brought her entire family with her. Laemmle countered with a lawsuit, but Pickford prevailed in the rough and tumble world of early film. She made $225 a week at Majestic and also cut a deal so that Moore could direct. Of her five Majestic films, Moore directed all but one. But the process was unpleasant for Pickford and the rest of the studio. Moore used his position as director to berate and humiliate Pickford on set and settle their personal battles in the workplace. Although Pickford had a famously contentious relationship with Griffith, at the end of the day they respected each other and produced some fine films. Such was not the case with the Pickford-Moore collaborations. Pickford’s sojourn at Majestic turned into yet another disappointment even as her star burned ever more brightly. Even in her worst films, her talent and charisma remained unmistakable.

Again, she moved quickly. In January 1912, Pickford returned—minus Moore—to Griffith and Biograph after a tumultuous year’s absence. In just twelve months, she married, worked at two different production companies, and endured legal wrangling with Laemmle as well as public and private turmoil with her husband. It had been a dramatic and difficult first year of marriage during which Pickford sought refuge in work and with her mother and siblings. Pickford and Moore never set up their own household; instead, they moved from hotel to hotel and shared their space with Charlotte—and presumably Lottie and Jack as well. Mary’s growing fame and Moore’s drinking and violent temper in such close quarters made for a volatile combination. Although multigenerational lodgings were common in this period, what was less common was for the female head of household to make more money and have the more dynamic professional career.

Returning to Biograph meant traveling to California for winter shooting and leaving her angry husband behind to work at Victor, his new studio. Charlotte went with her, and Pickford found her professional footing again. After the problems she encountered at IMP and Majestic, Pickford settled back into a creative groove at Biograph. Though she continued to clash with Griffith, they also produced some notable films. Now known as “Little Mary” and beloved by audiences thanks to Laemmle’s promotional machine and genius, she was the undisputed star at Biograph even as the studio continued futilely and not for much longer to resist the star system.

At this point, Pickford introduced Griffith to another of his most important female collaborators: actress Lillian Gish. The Gishes and the Pickfords had a history together, dating back to their theatrical touring days. Thanks to Pickford, the Gish sisters sought employment at Biograph, and Lillian would come to embody Griffith’s ideal female protagonist: angelic, sweet, morally upright. Pickford and Gish cemented their lifelong friendship while working together at Biograph. Pickford served as a mentor to Gish, who was new to film. And both women would remember Griffith’s repeated attempts to incite competition, jealousy, and conflict among Biograph cast and crew, especially between his leading ladies. Although such a strategy might work with other actresses, it never worked with Pickford. She always resisted and challenged Griffith’s manipulations. If necessary, she would storm off the set, forcing Griffith to apologize and woo her back. And he always did. A similar push-pull existed in her relationship with Moore. They would have a falling out—generally due to Moore’s misbehavior—and then he would be penitent. Pickford would relent, and the cycle would begin anew.

After a tumultuous almost three years of constant employment in the film industry, Pickford decided to make a triumphant return to the stage. In the fall of 1912, Pickford and her mother began to plan this career move. She wanted to fulfill her lifelong dream of starring in a Broadway production. Most importantly, a Broadway triumph would only increase her value to a film studio at a moment when many of the live theater’s biggest stars were signing lucrative film contracts. For example, Lionel Barrymore, of the Barrymore theatrical acting dynasty, began working at Biograph in 1911 during Pickford’s absence.

Barrymore and Pickford would costar in her final Biograph film, The New York Hat (1912), which included small roles for Jack Pickford as well as Biograph newcomer Lillian Gish. In this melodramatic romance—helmed by Griffith—Mary Harding is dying and asks a final request of Barrymore’s sympathetic Minister Bolton. Mary asks him to buy her daughter Mollie—played by Pickford—an expensive and frivolous hat to ease her sorrow. Mollie’s father is a stern and forbidding man who may well have worked his wife to death and would not purchase such a luxury to comfort his grieving daughter. Bolton buys the hat. Mollie is delighted, but her father is furious and destroys the hat. Then “the gossips speculate.” And the “church board investigates.” Ultimately, Mary Harding’s deathbed wish is revealed. Mollie and the minister are cleared of any wrongdoing, which frees Bolton to ask for Mollie’s hand in marriage. Her chastened father approves, and the film ends.12

Here was a fine example of film as an agent of accommodation to the new corporate, capitalist consumer order. Audiences were meant to sympathize and identify with Mary, Mollie, and Bolton, who support restrained and responsible consumption. The characters identified only as the First Gossip, Second Gossip, and Third Gossip are the young women who mock Mollie, spread misinformation, and represent the feminized vice of overconsumption. The gossips are too invested in both excessive material culture and excessive talk: problems that had long been wrongly cast as the particular domain and problem of women—the “weaker” sex that lacked the necessary self-control. In contrast, Mollie has reasonable consumer aspirations that are thwarted by her father. Mr. Harding represents the precapitalist order that critiques consumer capitalism. Barrymore’s Bolton serves as a symbol of the church, sanctioning consumption and criticizing its opponents, as personified by Mr. Harding.

At this time, America’s major religious institutions and leaders were struggling to both accommodate and gently criticize an emerging corporate capitalist order: as the film demonstrates, those who only criticize and fail to accommodate, like Mr. Harding, risk becoming irrelevant. A responsible consumer-citizen was newly cast as the best and most successful citizen. The film concludes with Bolton’s proposal and the promise of a wedding to uphold the status quo and keep Mollie’s reputation and life in order. Here was one of Griffith and Pickford’s finest collaborations that also underscored the growing sophistication of filmmaking and film content.

Mary and Charlotte approached Broadway impresario David Belasco for a suitable starring vehicle. Belasco was eager to work once again with Pickford, especially given the enthusiastic film audience Little Mary could bring to the show. After twelve years in the acting profession, Pickford finally had her long-desired starring role on Broadway—and a private, opulent dressing room to go with it. In A Good Little Devil, Pickford starred as a young blind girl whose sight is magically restored. Devil premiered on Broadway in early January 1913 to rapturous reviews.

In the wake of Pickford’s great success on Broadway, Charlotte began to negotiate a new cinematic home for Mary. Although satisfied by her Broadway success, the experience confirmed her true professional home and calling in the film industry. The Pickfords entered into negotiations in mid-1913: a moment of great tumult and turmoil in the industry. Biograph’s pre-eminence was being challenged by the emergence of formidable competitors with deep pockets and limitless ambitions. In addition to Carl Laemmle at IMP, who had previously lured Pickford away, another up-and-coming film industry leader was the Austrian-born Adolph Zukor at his recently formed Famous Players Productions. Mary and Charlotte were well aware of Zukor’s rising profile as an industry leader committed to full-length, quality feature films and securing cultural and political legitimacy for the film industry. One of Zukor’s uplift strategies was to film successful, prestigious Broadway shows, featuring legendary actors such as Sarah Bernhardt and Lillie Langtry. In May 1913, Pickford joined this illustrious company when she and the rest of the A Good Little Devil filmed the show for Zukor. Although the movie turned out to be a dreadful, ill-conceived, wooden mess, Pickford shined. And Zukor was ready and willing to partner with her to produce first-rate, feature-length films with the energy and resources that would make her an international film star and producer.




3

A Star and a Producer Are Born, 1913–1916

In mid-1913, the Pickfords entertained offers: Griffith and Biograph pitched an unprecedented $300 a week. Zukor and Famous Players proposed $500 a week for a one-year, three-film contract, making her one of the highest-paid actors in the industry. Pickford chose the newly formed Famous Players. Together, Pickford and Zukor helped transform the art and business of film.

In Zukor, Pickford found a kindred spirit: an ambitious, self-made immigrant man willing to take her opinions seriously and treat her like a true collaborator and partner. Together they turned her into the most important actress in the US silent film industry. Most importantly, Zukor helped her to form her own production company and secure the resources to maintain and sustain her career. Never again would she be a salaried employee, subject to the whims of executives and audiences. From 1916 to 1948, she produced nearly forty feature films. She assumed creative and financial control.

In this work, she was not alone. She was far from the first woman to head a production company. Early actress-producers included Marion Leonard, Helen Gardner, and Florence Lawrence, the first Biograph Girl. Notable director-producers included Alice Guy Blaché and Lois Weber. From 1905 through the mid-1920s, the US film industry offered unprecedented opportunities for women in front of and behind the camera. Women worked as writers, producers, directors, agents, editors, and publicity directors; some of those women worked for and with Pickford, most notably screenwriter Frances Marion. In this age of great possibilities for women in filmmaking, Pickford’s star shone bright. And her filmmaking skills, strategic partnerships, and most importantly her role as studio executive sustained her through the 1920s as other women found themselves increasingly marginalized—shut out of production work and the executive suites because of industrial reorganization and the industry’s growing economic, political, and cultural power.

Zukor had worked for the previous decade as an exhibitor and had only just begun producing when he hired Pickford in 1913, making theirs a relatively egalitarian working relationship. She was the accomplished veteran who knew film from every angle. She understood production and costume design as well as lighting and camera work. She also knew the best production personnel; with Zukor’s backing, she set out to hire them. She was not simply his most important actress but a trusted and accomplished creative and technical partner. In all but title, she was a producer; that would come in a few years. In sharp contrast to Griffith, who constantly sought to undermine her confidence and assert his on-set dominance and expertise, Zukor valued and nurtured her authority. Pickford was one of the very few actors invited to Zukor’s upstate New York farm for weekend parties, a mark of the strength of their personal and professional bond. Pickford once characterized her time at Famous Players as “the happiest years of my screen life.” She added, “I became one of his [Zukor’s] three children.”1

The older, established, benevolent Zukor undoubtedly served as a father figure to Pickford in many ways. Pickford also emphasized the paternalistic cast of her relationship with “Papa” Zukor to mask the equality of their initial professional collaboration and her considerable business savvy. For example, she often gave Zukor all the credit for helping to establish her as America’s Sweetheart when ultimately Mary and Charlotte played key roles in establishing and sustaining the persona. Pickford would engage in such subterfuge and misdirection again and again—whether with her mother or Zukor or her future husband Douglas Fairbanks. She publicly professed to be a dutiful and obedient daughter, employee, or wife, who was only doing what she was told. The media obliged and reported, “Her greatest interest in life is her mother, and I know of no girl whose love for her mother is as great as is that of the most famous actress of the motion pictures.”2 This strategy helped to mask her own drive and ambition and skill: it made her seem more ladylike, proper, and therefore unthreatening to the status quo.

As a powerful and ambitious working woman who played independent, strong-willed characters, Pickford, in truth, challenged gender norms and suggested that women’s place was not in the home but in the workplace and in the public sphere. Her success and her career made her a national symbol of the New Woman, as a married woman who remained in the workforce, acted as family breadwinner, refused to submit to her husband, and was successful and popular in doing so. However, Pickford always had to walk a fine line: she might quietly challenge the status quo and even upend it at times, but she was not a political radical or activist. Her characters’ travails and her personal travails mirrored the struggles faced by many of her female fans and was a key part of her appeal.

At Famous Players, Pickford made the transition from shorts to feature films, a shift happening throughout the film industry. The shift from a fifteen-minute-long product to an hour-plus-long, multireel, feature-length product changed work flow, organizational structure, and output. Longer, more complex, higher-quality narrative films required more time: more preproduction, production, and post-production work. From mid-1909 to early 1913, Pickford made about 160 short films: an average of one short film every eight days. Over the next twenty years of her film career, she made fifty-two feature films; so from 1913 to 1933, she averaged two or three feature films per year. Her first one-year deal with Zukor set the pace, with three films contracted. Indeed, shorts typically took just a few days to complete compared to several weeks or even months for feature-length films. In her first nearly four years in film, she made more than twice as many films as she would make for the next twenty years. Pickford’s feature film output slowed down even more than that of the average actress because she devoted considerable time and energy to ensuring that every aspect of her film, from scenario to crew to production and costume design to locations, was of the highest quality. With Zukor, she could be a perfectionist with the resources and support to bring her vision to screen—and to take the necessary time to do so.

From May 1913 to March 1914, Pickford appeared in five Famous Players productions and became one of the biggest stars in the industry. The first she completed was the filmed version of her hit Broadway show A Good Little Devil. Shot in May 1913, the troubled production would not be released for almost a year. This slavishly faithful adaptation of the play failed to work onscreen and was finally released in March 1914 to take advantage of her rising star.

Her second Famous Players film, In the Bishop’s Carriage (1913), cast her in the role of an acclaimed stage actress and used its on- and offscreen parallels to sell the film. Her husband, Owen Moore, appeared as her leading man in her next feature, Caprice (1913). Here was yet another attempt at marital reconciliation—and at boosting Moore’s flagging career. It failed on both counts. Mary brought Charlotte—and not her husband—with her when she left shortly thereafter to film her next two pictures on location in Los Angeles: Heart’s Adrift (1914) and Tess of the Storm Country (1914). With these two films, the America’s Sweetheart persona that would be an enduring contribution to the film world and to popular culture began to coalesce.

Pickford wrote and was paid one hundred dollars for the Heart’s Adrift scenario, which was not your average melodrama. She played Nina, a twelve-year-old girl who is shipwrecked on a desert island. She must learn to survive and in the process becomes uncivilized as she grows up in isolation. Several years pass, and then John, another shipwreck survivor, makes his way to her island. The almost feral Nina and John fall in love and have a child, expecting to live out their days on the island. Then John’s presumed-dead wife arrives on the island with a rescue party. The now civilized and maternal Nina is horrified by her predicament and throws herself and her illegitimate child into a volcano. Nina has to be punished for her transgressive behavior: an extramarital relationship and a child. But Pickford makes the innocent and spirited Nina sympathetic. Nina is presented as a feisty and resourceful girl and then woman who falls victim to unfortunate circumstances. Pickford’s protagonist holds the audience’s sympathy and empathy throughout the film, even at its tragic conclusion. But tragedy was not her preferred genre: comedic melodramas were her forte, and one of her finest was shot next.

Zukor doubled her salary to $1,000 a week for her next contract; she began with Tess. Tess was Pickford’s first blockbuster, the first film to use “America’s Sweetheart” in its marketing campaign. She was billed in the film’s opening title card as “America’s foremost film actress.” The film begins with a prologue—unrelated to the rest of the film itself—of Pickford in full, blonde curls and a ruffled, long, white dress, stepping out from behind a curtain with a bouquet of flowers, which she proceeds to arrange in a vase and admire. Here the filmmakers are introducing their lead actress and suggesting her elite status as an ornamental young woman, well versed in the elite pastime of flower arranging. Here we can see film industry leaders battling perceptions of film as a strictly poor and working-class entertainment with the worthy and respectable Pickford as an important symbol.

The prologue ends, and the film begins. Tess is a prototypical Pickford character. She is a community activist who challenges local and religious authority in the name of justice. She is poor and spirited; she knows how to defend herself and is unconcerned with her appearance—at least at the outset. She mobilizes her small, poor fishing community when wealthy, corrupt landlord Deacon Elias Graves threatens their livelihood. Time and again, Tess opposes Graves’s unjust actions, which include a death sentence wrongly imposed on her father. She also tries to protect Graves’s daughter Teola from his wrath by claiming Teola’s illegitimate child as her own. Tess does so at the expense of her own reputation and her relationship with Fred, Teola’s brother. When the baby falls deathly ill, Tess baptizes him herself in front of the entire congregation when the clergyman will not do it. She also fights off unwanted sexual advances from one of the film’s villains. Tess is a quite extraordinary female character in terms of her physical and moral daring.

Yet, even as Tess challenges the status quo and takes decisive action, by the end of the film, she is “tamed” by the love of a wealthy man, Fred Graves. When she meets Fred and begins to fall in love, she begins to “improve” herself. She starts reading the Bible and cleaning up her personal appearance. In the film’s most extraordinary scene, Tess gets her heretofore dirty and tangled hair washed in a bucket. She is told, “Ye’d be a pretty . . . gal if ye’d keep clean.”3

Here the cult of her hair began decisively. Her abundant, blonde curls—that would be lightened as well as supplemented, as needed, by hairpieces—became her trademark, on- and offscreen. “When Tess Washed Her Hair” was the title of a newspaper column that Pickford wrote in late 1915. The state of her curls indicated much about a character, including her age and socioeconomic status. Girls wore their curls down and young women wore their curls in an updo. Glossy, bouncy, and styled curls meant a prosperous and stable background while unkempt or hidden curls signaled a struggling, poor, or working-class character. Offscreen, Pickford’s curls were her most remarkable feature and a symbol of her newly achieved wealth and status.

During her shorts career at Biograph, IMP, and Majestic, she had played a wide range of ingénue roles and did not yet have a clearly defined star persona. She played girls and women from a noble Native American maiden to a sheltered, middle-class daughter to a mistreated domestic servant to a prostitute. In most of her best and most successful shorts, her characters are downtrodden yet independent and spirited, and they ultimately prevail.

At Famous Players, her star persona was solidified and drew upon both her film characters as well as elements of her personal history. By the mid-1910s, a star system—borrowed from the theater world and other mass entertainments—had emerged as an important promotional tool across the US film industry. The star performer proved to be the cornerstone of the industry’s promotional machinery and one of its most valuable assets. Stars were not just featured in and used to promote films. They promoted and legitimized the studios. And their value extended well beyond the industry: they could endorse products and drive sales of the print culture in which they appeared. The star persona consisted of performances both onscreen and off: actors like Pickford created narratives about their private lives, which became a key component of the promotional work they were required to do.

Pickford had her own newspaper byline, and she was also covered extensively in the press, particularly in the wake of the blockbuster success of Tess. In the first decade of the twentieth century, mainstream newspapers had devoted considerable attention to the controversy of Nickel Madness and debated film more as a social problem than as a legitimate business concern or entertainment form. By 1914, however, most major newspapers had film sections, including profiles and reviews as well as growing ad revenue from the film industry. By the time of Pickford’s triumph as the indomitable Tess, the entertainment trade press—papers like Variety that targeted entertainment industry personnel and ancillary businesses—devoted more and more space to film. Mass-market magazines were proliferating in this period, including the film fan magazine. Beginning with Motion Picture Story Magazine in 1911, these served as successful vehicles for the industry’s promotion and marketing. By the end of the 1910s, Motion Picture Story Magazine, Photoplay, and four other leading movie fan magazines had achieved a combined circulation of more than 1 million. The mass media of the twentieth century, which included these publications, transformed life in the public sphere; the ability to create and sustain a public persona became easier to achieve but harder to maintain. Media exposure of personal information that might destabilize a persona increasingly became a problem: for example, Pickford’s marriage was not highlighted in her publicity and certainly its exposure as troubled could well have been detrimental.

Little Mary, the child actor and family breadwinner, embodied the “rags to riches” narrative, which was used to sell her star persona, her films, media, and other products. By the 1910s, it had become clear that the female audience for films was vast, and targeting them profitable. Men still went to see films but were no longer the most coveted demographic for the vast promotional machinery within and without the film studios, including trade newspapers, fan magazines, film-related content in the rest of the popular press, and product endorsements. Pickford served as an excellent ambassador to this female demographic. But not all women were content merely to consume film; they wanted to work in the industry. Indeed, the industry drew many migrants—especially young, single women—to Los Angeles in the opening decades of the twentieth century: the city grew from the nation’s thirty-sixth-largest city in 1900 with a population of 102,479 to the nation’s fifth-largest city with more than 1.2 million residents by 1930. The so-called movie-struck girl was the Los Angeles version of a larger trend of young, unmarried, working women migrating to urban centers across the nation. The movie-struck girl struck a cultural nerve because of her financial, social, and sexual independence. Untethered from a patriarchal household or communal control, such women increasingly became a target of concerned observers and elites and inspired a moral panic. For the women themselves, Pickford served as a fine role model. In many of her finest and most successful films, she played some version of the quintessential spirited, self-made, usually native-born, American woman. Many have sought to take credit for the nickname “America’s Sweetheart”; most significant is that Pickford was the first—though certainly not the last—actress to be known by this term.

She helped to define a particular kind of American womanhood: feisty yet innocent, independent yet ultimately conventional, challenging but not upsetting the status quo, childlike yet capable. Pickford, the self-made movie star, specialized in upwardly mobile girls and women. Her often poor and working-class female protagonists faced serious obstacles, but in the end they usually achieved social mobility. That mobility was achieved in many ways: through adoption, marriage, wealthy relatives and benefactors, and sometimes through hard work. In this way, the film narratives often reflected a hard truth: in an age when women lacked the vote, political power, and equal access to education and workplace opportunities, their socioeconomic status was largely dependent upon that of their families and especially their husbands. The Pickfords’ socioeconomic mobility was the result of years of hard work, and their “rags to riches” trajectory was atypical, especially for a female-headed household. Yet she came to personify—onscreen and off—the self-made, upwardly mobile, American woman: she was the female version of the American dream of class mobility. Her male peers included men like automaker Henry Ford and confectioner Milton S. Hershey.

Although she often played an immigrant onscreen, Pickford’s real-life status as an immigrant barely registered. During World War I, she worked for both the US and Canadian war mobilization efforts to great acclaim on both sides of the border. As an Anglo-Irish Canadian with blonde curls and light-colored eyes, she was readily absorbed into a white, native-born American popular culture that reflected and reinforced the ethnic and racial hierarchies of the day. And in an age of significant anti–Irish Catholic feeling, her Irish Catholic heritage was obscured during her early years, thereby making it possible for her to be billed and accepted as America’s Sweetheart.

Zukor and Pickford worked closely together to construct and maintain her star persona. A married, twenty-two-year-old film veteran when Tess was released, “Little” Mary’s age as well as marital status and strife were seldom discussed. And when they were, two or three years were deducted from her age and her marriage was presented as a successful and loving partnership. Primarily, she was presented as a dutiful daughter and hardworking actress who listened to her mother and Mr. Zukor. Part of her appeal lay in her past as a child actress and her role as family breadwinner, which were featured prominently in her publicity. Her poor and working-class audiences could identify with Pickford’s struggles and find hope in her success. More privileged audience members could appreciate her upward mobility and the refined and respectable young woman she had become, onscreen and off.

Her respectability was crucial, as Pickford played young girls and women who flouted convention. And she was a young woman who challenged the status quo as a successful, talented, ambitious, married, working woman who refused to live with her husband. She did not take his name professionally; she outshone and out earned him professionally; she supported and helped to employ him and the rest of her family. She had to walk a fine line to avoid alienating audiences with her independence, power, and competence. So the real-life Pickford was presented as quite conventional and obedient—a good girl who listened to her mother and her boss’s wise counsel.

She later claimed that Zukor policed her public appearances and insisted that she not be photographed drinking or smoking or engaging in other such unladylike behavior. She argued that she wanted to rebel and not be so careful about her public behavior. But long before Zukor and long after him, Pickford was ever mindful of her public image and always in control. She was always preternaturally mature and focused on the respectability and stability denied her growing up in a female-headed household devastated by alcoholism, desertion, and death. Pickford knew better than to acknowledge fully her autonomy and expertise; it was safer to divert credit and attention to a colleague and avoid close scrutiny or criticism that would reveal just how much her life and work subverted gender and class hierarchies.

Five of her first seven Famous Players features, including Tess, were directed or codirected by Edwin S. Porter, a pioneer in the early US film industry. Porter made some of the most important early shorts, including Life of an American Fireman (1903) and The Great Train Robbery (1903). He helped to bring narrativity to US film and pioneered many of the techniques that D. W. Griffith and other directors used to great effect in the 1910s to construct complex narrative feature films, including location shooting, crosscutting, the dissolve, and other basic shots. By the time Porter was working with Pickford, his glory days were behind him. He lacked the interpersonal skills that were increasingly central to successful directing. He was a technician who worked best in the early years when actors were more like props and secondary to the technical wizardry. Pickford resented being treated like a prop and was not cowed by his reputation. At this juncture, she knew as much or more than he did about filmmaking. She did not remember him fondly; this was often the case with her directors—all men. Beginning with Griffith, with whom she repeatedly clashed, she had the confidence and clout that increasingly made her the most important authority figure on set. Many would remember her as the director by default on any set, though she never formally took on the job.

One exception was actor-turned-director James Kirkwood, with whom she had an excellent working relationship. Kirkwood knew how to handle and humor her. Although she always remained committed to collaboration and to a professional and collegial set, Pickford was now the first among equals and expected to be treated accordingly. From the fall of 1914 to the fall of 1915, Pickford made eight films directed by Kirkwood; screenwriter Frances Marion penned seven of them. This Pickford-Marion-Kirkwood collaboration produced some fine films that cemented her status as the highest-paid and most talented and successful actress in US film. In two, Cinderella (1914) and Mistress Nell (1915), Owen Moore once again played the male lead and Pickford’s romantic interest. These attempts to salvage his career (and their marriage) once again failed. Mistress Nell was their final film together. She was done trying to resurrect his career though she continued to hope for a marital reconciliation.

In 1915, Pickford renegotiated her Famous Players contract. Her salary was doubled to $2,000 a week, which was almost three times the average yearly male wage. Most importantly, she secured a profit-sharing arrangement and stood to gain 50 percent of her film’s profits. At this juncture, the always-thrifty Pickford made some major purchases and lifestyle changes. After a childhood and young adulthood of deprivation and labor, she bought a spacious and luxurious New York apartment for her entire family and fulfilled a long-cherished dream: a chauffeur-driven Cadillac. Charlotte continued to work closely with Mary to manage her career, negotiate with Zukor, and shape her persona. Released in May 1915, Fanchon the Cricket proved to be the only feature film in which all three Pickford siblings appeared. Mary starred as Fanchon; Lottie and Jack had supporting roles due largely to their sister’s influence. Like an estimated 70–80 percent of US films made prior to 1929, it was considered lost until a print was discovered in England in the 1990s.

Pickford’s younger sister and brother remained in her shadow. The Pickford family had been a cohesive unit growing up in the midst of second- and third-rate theatrical touring companies. But that changed with Mary’s success and the changes wrought by adulthood. Although Jack worked steadily through the latter half of the 1910s and possessed real charisma and talent, he lacked Mary’s discipline and ambition. Charming, feckless, and with growing problems with drugs and alcohol, Jack moved in fast circles.

Lottie too struggled with drug and alcohol addiction and worked only sporadically. In their early years, Mary and Lottie most often toured together to maintain the family’s fortunes and support each other. But the sisters’ relationship suffered from the inevitable and unfavorable comparisons. In spring 1912, for instance, Lottie costarred in five short films with Owen Moore’s brother Tom. This other, short-lived Pickford-Moore pairing failed to generate the desired publicity and revenue. In 1915, Lottie married New York stockbroker Alfred Rupp and gave birth that year to her only child, Mary Pickford Rupp. Even as Lottie attempted to establish her own family, Mary continued to protect and support her siblings despite their failings. Her commitment to them and ongoing role as cohead of household was just one of many strains on her first marriage.

Pickford’s last film with Moore was also the first of twenty films she would make with renowned screenwriter Frances Marion. Their working relationship began in 1915, and Marion wrote her last film, Secrets (1933). Only Charlotte had a longer working relationship with Mary. Marion and Pickford met in mid-1914 through Moore, making this one of his most important gifts to his wife. The next year, Pickford convinced her to come work at Famous Players. Pickford played a central role in establishing and supporting Marion, who became one of Hollywood’s most successful and highest-paid screenwriters. Marion wrote for a range of studios and stars in an Academy Award–winning career that lasted until the mid-1940s.

In addition to 325 film scripts, Marion also produced poetry, short stories, magazine articles, a screenwriting textbook, and newspaper columns. One of those columns was Daily Talks, which she ghostwrote for Pickford from 1915 to 1917. Pickford was paid $1,000 a week to lend her name and signature to this five-day-a-week syndicated column; Marion was paid $50 a week. In the 1910s and 1920s, syndicated columns proliferated in the US press, covering a wide range of topics: finance, science, suffrage, law, fashion, cooking, and mass entertainment. Experts like Pickford offered their insight and advice to the American public in the pages of the daily papers.

Daily Talks was distributed to newspapers across the nation by S. S. McClure’s news syndicate. Syndication was part of the process by which news gathering became a big business in late 1800s and early 1900s. The development of major media corporations like the Hearst and Tribune companies resulted in dramatic growth in news circulation and changing content: less text, more graphics, and more uniformity. Part of this shift toward more uniform content and a truly national press was accomplished through press syndicates like McClure’s and columns like Daily Talks. Now newspapers—national, regional, and local—could publish content bearing the bylines of celebrated figures like Pickford at a reasonable price.

Print culture—whether mainstream newspapers, trade publications, or film fan magazines—helped mediate the divide between the filmgoing public and the industry’s stars in the silent film era. All these periodicals—including the newspapers in which Daily Talks appeared—helped to “give voice” to silent film stars, shape their star personas, and provide “insight” into the inner workings of the industry. In this period, fandom emerged as an important new way of understanding and attracting the most persistent and devoted consumers of mass entertainment and popular culture, whether film or sports or theater. Pickford’s column was emblematic of the proliferation of celebrity culture in the early 1900s. America’s industrial revolution and its mass consumer culture transformed the meaning of selfhood, including what it meant to be a public person and how success and the good life were defined. In the shift from a producer to a consumer ethic, Pickford and other film stars emerged as experts on how to negotiate the workplace, home, and marketplace.

Her column addressed the viewing public’s deep curiosity about and interest in the film industry, its personnel, practices, and employment opportunities. It also served as an agent of legitimization and positive publicity for Pickford and the industry for which she was rapidly emerging as an important leader and spokesperson. The column humanized and familiarized film actors and actresses for the viewing public. Theater actors performed live and could be encountered at the stage door; film actors were isolated from their audiences and had to develop more sophisticated publicity strategies. Daily Talks provided one such forum that covered both Pickford as well as the wider industry. The columns played a central role in the construction of her rags-to-riches persona and turned Little Mary into a vehicle to debate, discuss, and legitimize professional, financial, and public success and power for women. In Daily Talks, Pickford was presented as a mostly competent and successful working woman, with her success and power gained not through a husband, father, or socioeconomic status but through her own hard work—which included seizing control of the production of her films.

The column appeared in the “women’s pages” of the newspapers in which it appeared. This section was understood to contain “soft news”: fashion, food, entertainment, and society doings versus the “hard news” of international and national political and economic events. The binary of hard and soft news was never absolute: the women’s pages always contained political and economic news. Pickford’s column is a good example of the kind of hard/soft news that appeared in the women’s pages of US newspapers. At the conclusion of each column, she would respond to readers’ letters: this question-and-answer section ranged from health and beauty advice to tips for professional success. The column was an uneasy blend of the trivial—to use salt as a scalp cleanser or not—and the serious—to have a profession and how to succeed in it. In many ways, this was the key to her success: mixing humor with pathos so as to be taken seriously—but not too seriously. The ads for the column used the same formula: she was billed as the “The Most Popular Girl in the World,” followed by “The Highest Paid Artist Who Ever Lived.”4 So a nonthreatening, well-loved girl just happened to be the world’s highest-paid artist: who could object?

Few objected to her power and status on the grounds of her gender at this time; women still had considerable power in this fledgling industry. And her girlish persona also worked to defuse potential critics. However, characterizing Pickford as an “artist” in 1915 was a bold and provocative statement. Here was one example of the industry seeking to claim its place as producer of the world’s newest art form, a claim that sparked great debate in artistic, journalistic, and intellectual circles. The battle for cultural legitimacy continued to rage, with Pickford a key player and her curls in a supporting role in the cultural uplift of the industry.

Daily Talks consisted of a column focused on a single topic or theme as well as an “Answers to Correspondents” section. The column and reader response section were sometimes thematically linked, but most often not. What unified them was the wide range of topics covered on a single day and the mingling of the mundane and the extraordinary. In the reader response section, Marion and Pickford gave much professional advice to those aspiring to work in the industry and sated curiosity about every aspect of Pickford’s personal and professional lives. The column and Q&A served many promotional functions: for Pickford, for the film industry, for the expanding personal and professional opportunities available to American women. The columns covered Pickford “the woman” in great detail: her background, clothing, diet, personal grooming, exercise regimen, friends, family, pets, hopes and fears, her moral code, and especially her hair. Some representative columns include “How I Manage My Complexion,” “Kindness to Dumb Animals,” and “The Call of the Dinner Bell.”5

Her career was also prominently featured: her early days on the stage and in film, how to get acting training, how animal actors were treated, how to find industry employment, performing her own stunts, location shooting, how to handle reviews, life on set. Such columns had titles like “Recognition on the Streets,” “Girls Who Wish to Become Moving Picture Actresses,” and “Writing Scenarios.”6 The column addressed (and therefore underscored) the viewing public’s deep curiosity and misgivings about the film industry, its personnel, practices, and employment opportunities.

Marion and Pickford also wrote repeatedly about seizing new professional and personal opportunities and celebrated financially and emotionally independent working women. “Yesterday’s Hard Work Is Tomorrow’s Success” and “Would You Climb the Ladder of Success, Part I and Part II” are examples of columns that explicitly signaled such intent in their headlines; most of the columns included like commentary.7 A March 1916 column titled “Day Nurseries” opened with the parable of a widowed cleaning woman at Pickford’s studio for whom affordable childcare meant she could “fulfill the obligations of her motherhood as well as the father’s duty toward them—that of being the provider.”8 Here Marion and Pickford emerged as model Progressive reformers advocating for affordable, accessible childcare for working mothers. This probably fictional widow’s plight echoed Pickford’s mother’s plight: John Pickford deserted his family (though the column reiterated the fiction that he died a tragic, early, and “good” death with his beloved family by his side), leaving his wife Charlotte to care for their three young children as well as her disabled mother. Unsaid in the column, but looming, was the possibility that had such childcare been available to the Pickford family perhaps Mary would not have ended up in the role of breadwinner for her mother and two siblings—a role she held from the age of seven until the end of their lives.

Daily Talks also prominently featured the streamlined and sanitized version of her life story that became the standard version. The second column was titled “Why I Am Glad I Was Born Poor.” The Daily Talks column also maintained the practice of taking three years off of Pickford’s age, asserting that she “began earning her living when she was five.”9 The subterfuge with her age only underscored the difficulties of her childhood spent on the stage and then screen. In this column, Pickford and Marion argued that her background informed her art and “hardships . . . broaden the sympathies and make one’s soul grow.” Pickford acknowledged that her formal education was erratic and very infrequent and acquired “on the run,” but that she learned much at work and that her mother served as tutor. Indeed Pickford argued that she’d read Victor Hugo and avoided “trashy literature . . . and tried consistently to think pure thoughts” and be “as good as I know how.”10 Daily Talks acknowledged her poverty and struggles but also underscored her fundamental respectability.

A column titled “Spring Fashions” seemed to promise safer, more traditional content. But not in the hands of Marion and Pickford, who used it to discuss the importance of comfort, practicality, and affordability in women’s clothes—a hallmark of the New Woman. They addressed the important and powerful role of women as consumers and used the female domain of fashion to advocate for female “individuality.” In more innocuous news, they also discussed some of the season’s trends. The column’s reader response section dismissed reports that had “given . . . [Pickford] a large family of children,” denied a fan’s request for multiple photos, gave advice on how to “look like the proverbial caricatured spinster,” suggested how to succeed as a scenario writer and actress, and discouraged a mother from putting her daughter to work in film.11

In Daily Talks, the cult of her curls was cultivated with countless reader questions about her hair-care regimen. Indeed, an entire column titled “When Tess Washed Her Hair” was devoted to her hair, its fans, its detractors, and its care. Some of the content was trivia about hair care, but some served a larger purpose. For one reader, Pickford’s curls represented the artifice of the cinema and its potentially dangerous power to shape hearts and minds and spread misinformation. On Tess’s hair-washing scene, this reader wrote, “I watched deliberately to see that wig slip and tumble into the soapsuds. But it didn’t.” The reader then concluded, “There is nothing false about you after all.”12 Here was an attempt to allay concerns about film’s power to mislead or misinform—to “prove” that such concerns were unfounded. Of course, Pickford did sometimes supplement her curls with additional hairpieces—though not in that scene.

When a column focused on a holiday—Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year’s Eve, or the like—it often discussed an idealized celebration. Then the focus shifted to the holidays of hard work and deprivation that Pickford experienced as a working child actor on the kerosene circuit. Pickford’s impoverished background paralleled the industry’s poor, working-class, and immigrant roots in term of personnel, audience, and exhibition. Her narrative helped to defuse tensions about the film world, its producers, and products. In other columns, Pickford and Marion asserted that “newspapers waged a great battle upon” the early film world because of sometimes questionable content, but that overall films were “educational.” They entreated readers to understand “how hard we work.”13 Pickford’s socioeconomic mobility—“her unique and lonely start”—was central to her persona. Pickford might once have been disadvantaged, but “by her own efforts and without any ‘pull,’” she had become a success—thus making her a powerful symbol of the classic and problematic myth of the self-made American.14

Daily Talks served as a powerful media pulpit for Pickford to share her expertise and impart her gospel of success and excellence. In a column titled “Power of Concentration,” Pickford shared some of the habits and skills that made her a success. In so doing, she (and Marion) made bold claims about her single-minded focus on her work and defined the appropriate use of her time in a way that rejected a gendered division of labor. The column was framed as a response to a reader who wondered why she did not do more sewing and other womanly tasks in her downtime: “My work takes me out of myself and . . . controls me. . . . I have tried to sew, I have tried to embroider, but when I do these things my mind is not occupied with my . . . work as it should be, and, to me, that seems the more important.”15

These two professional women, who met weekly to plan the columns that Marion wrote and Pickford approved, rejected textile work—long a female occupation, both paid and unpaid—as an appropriate pastime for Pickford. They argued that she did not have—nor did she want—such leisure time. She had no interest in filling her days with textile work, whether in the factory or piecework at home (work Pickford’s mother had struggled to do in support of her family) or as the craftwork engaged in by elite women. In February 1916’s “I Don a Kitchen Apron” column, Pickford and Marion told the disastrous tale of Pickford’s attempts—on “the cook’s day off”—to prepare dinner after she had “worked so very hard.” The result was a “terrific explosion from the kitchen.” The conclusion: “It takes a greater genius to set a good supper upon the table than it does to become a moving-picture star!”16 Pickford’s lack of domestic skills were time and again highlighted and celebrated in the column.

In a January 1917 column, Pickford addressed suffrage, a pressing contemporary “question to be settled.” While individual states had begun granting women the right to vote, suffragists were working to get a federal amendment passed: that would happen in August 1920. In the meantime, the struggle continued. Pickford supported suffrage and used her column to address the issue, albeit in a manner designed not to alienate her readers or her mass audience. She framed the column as a debate between the “supporters and opponents among us.” Pickford and Marion relied on the conservative notion that women needed the vote to best fulfill their duties as wives and mothers, especially in circumstances where there was no male breadwinner. Their argument: “Woman’s place is wherever she can do the most good [and] . . . wherever the interests of her loved ones may take her.”17 They were careful to frame their support of suffrage here in conventional and nonthreatening terms to make the controversial issue of suffrage palatable to Pickford’s mass audience. This column appeared just as radical suffragists had begun picketing the White House, offering tacit support of an issue very much in the headlines.

The Daily Talks columns were filled with Progressive commentary on women’s place in the world—or at least a white woman’s place. The columns featured an image of a very Anglo-looking Pickford with a head full of blonde curls and took for granted a white audience. In a March 1916 column, “Pickaninnies,” Pickford condemned the “continued and unearned hatred” directed at African Americans. But her concerns were rooted in a fundamentally racist and paternalistic worldview. She claimed to “love little pickaninnies” whom she considered “the world’s child race [with] . . . many virtues and endearing qualities—cheerfulness, the love of music . . . , loyalty in service.”18 Framed as a plea for racial justice and equality, such racially retrogressive views served only to uphold white supremacy and were the status quo in a racially segregated, Jim Crow America in the opening decades of the twentieth century. Here was the classic dichotomy of her life and career: some progressive content—like suffrage—intermingled with retrogressive imagery and messaging—like a discussion of lovable pickaninnies.

Such racial ideology animated her collaborator D. W. Griffith’s 1915 blockbuster The Birth of a Nation. This landmark feature film celebrated and romanticized the slaveholding South and its “Lost Cause” with its ahistorical and inaccurate depictions of happy, dancing slaves; unbalanced and conniving biracial characters; corrupt and inept black politicians; menacing federal troops; and put-upon disenfranchised white, Southern elites. The film made millions despite the protests of the recently formed National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and a coalition of racial Progressives. Pickford supported Griffith and went on to work with him just a few years later.

Pickford’s stardom coincided with the maturation of the film industry in terms of production and exhibition and distribution. Increasingly, film production was centered in Los Angeles. And across the country, nickelodeons, the storefront theaters found largely in poor and working-class neighborhoods, were being replaced by movie “palaces,” new and renovated theaters with pipe organs, uniformed ushers, paneling, carpeting, and well-appointed restrooms. Located in central business districts, these new movie theaters were designed to attract a middle- and upper-class clientele while retaining their original, non-elite fan base. Using these new theaters, Zukor was one of the pioneers in the practice of block booking; he would require that theater owners rent a program of films in which Pickford films were the main draw. If theaters wanted Pickford films, they had to rent all of the lesser films on the program. Increasingly, she resented this practice and worried that it limited the distribution of her films: she told reporters that exhibitors “could not afford my pictures because they had to lease the whole program.”19

In June 1916, she signed a two-year contract with a guaranteed salary of at least $500,000 a year and, most importantly, her own production company within Famous Players. Only her future collaborator and fellow performer Charlie Chaplin had a comparable compensation package in the industry. As the head of the Pickford Film Corporation, she had final approval on director, publicity, and supporting cast. She had more control over her choice of projects and the final cut of her films. Under the corporation, she got her own studio space, a personal assistant, and a press agent. And her films would no longer be block booked: instead, her six films a year would be released exclusively and independently via Artcraft, a Famous Players prestige film distribution division initially focused solely on Pickford films. Charlotte served as the corporation’s treasurer. For the first time, she had an official role and paycheck for her longtime work as Mary’s agent and gatekeeper.

Pickford’s bid for independence was also a response to major changes and growth at Famous Players. The merger mania that had beset the film industry struck also at her studio. Even as Zukor was overseeing Pickford’s new contract, he was orchestrating new partnerships and acquisitions. In June 1916, the $12.5 million merger with the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company and Paramount Pictures created one of the first truly national US film production and distribution companies. Zukor was now the head of Famous Players–Lasky (in 1933, the company would be renamed Paramount Pictures).

His newly vertically integrated corporation would make considerable demands on his time and energy. He was no longer interested in or free to collaborate closely with Pickford on her films. Distance between them grew also as the industry’s financial and production centers diverged: Zukor remained in New York while Pickford spent more and more time living and working in Los Angeles. As Famous Players–Lasky grew, she believed the quality of her films suffered from a lack of Zukor’s personal supervision and the more general constraints of an increasingly dense and complex bureaucracy and hierarchy. Indeed, the films she made in 1916 to finish out her old contract were, at best, undistinguished. This only added to the pressure she felt as she began work on the first of the Pickford Film Corporation projects in late 1916.

The year 1916 was a landmark year for Pickford, both professionally and personally. Hereafter, she produced all but two of her films for the rest of her acting career, thereby ensuring a longevity and control few other performers—male or female—possessed. That year, she signed her first (and only) major endorsement deal, for Pompeian Night Cream. Also in 1916 she began a romantic relationship with fellow actor and producer Douglas Fairbanks. Fairbanks appreciated and shared Pickford’s success and her drive. Like Pickford, he had been abandoned as a child by his father and developed a close bond with his mother, who wholeheartedly supported his professional ambitions. In 1901, the same year the Pickfords began touring in the United States, Fairbanks and his mother Ella relocated from Denver to New York so the eighteen-year-old could pursue his acting dreams. Both Pickford and Fairbanks came of age in New York’s theater world and touring companies in the early 1900s and spent years honing their craft.

Broadway success came fairly quickly to Fairbanks with his success as the lead in the 1906–1907 production of The Man of the Hour. He married socialite Beth Sully in July 1907, dabbled in her father’s business briefly, and then returned to Broadway to great acclaim and success. In June 1915, Fairbanks was part of a major exodus of Broadway stars to the moving pictures: as the industry came of age, studio executives had the financial resources as well as the cultural cachet to hire away established stars. He signed on at $2,000 a week with the Triangle Film Corporation. Triangle was a newly formed company that sought to compete with Zukor and Famous Players–Lasky. Pickford’s old Biograph coworkers Mack Sennett and D. W. Griffith were partners at Triangle.

Pickford and Fairbanks met for the first time in November 1915, shortly after the release of Fairbanks’s first film, The Lamb, which made him a star. They would cross paths again the following month at an industry event; they now moved in the same New York film world circles. By early 1916, they had begun a secret and intense though intermittent romantic relationship. Over the course of that first year, Pickford and Fairbanks alternately came together and parted to work on film projects as well as their respective marriages. They spent much of the year working on opposite coasts: Pickford in New York and Fairbanks in Los Angeles. He had always struggled with marital fidelity, but Pickford would prove to be no passing fancy.

Pickford was conflicted about this liaison. She continued to attempt reconciliation with Moore. And Fairbanks also had a young son, Douglas Jr. Yet Fairbanks’s spontaneity, physicality, and exuberance onscreen and off was profoundly appealing. He had a lightheartedness about him that had long been missing from Pickford’s life, with its many burdens and responsibilities, including a troubled marriage. He was confident, successful, and accomplished. He was her equal and mostly did not feel threatened by her success. On the contrary, he supported and encouraged her. Fairbanks offered her the kind of romantic partnership she never had with her first husband. Fairbanks also imposed boundaries with the rest of the Pickfords, especially Charlotte. He had to be the center of attention—and the center of Mary’s world. He would be the first person to fully displace Charlotte in Mary’s life and affections.

Fairbanks apprenticed at Triangle for a year and a half until the studio imploded. While there, he made twelve feature films and learned the craft of filmmaking from the inside out. Like Pickford, he learned every aspect of film production: acting, writing, directing, cinematography. He also began to establish and refine his film persona in his successful Triangle films. In complement to Pickford’s Sweetheart figure, he played callow young men who came of age, using their smarts and their athleticism to transform into worthy romantic leads. For many of his protagonists, the journey westward made the man: they evolved from effete Eastern dandies into muscular and dynamic transplanted westerners. By the end of 1916, fact mirrored fiction: Fairbanks and his family relocated from New York to Los Angeles. As Triangle’s bid to challenge Zukor and Famous Players–Lasky floundered, he sought a new studio. Following Pickford’s lead, he established the Douglas Fairbanks Pictures Corporation in February 1917 and used Famous Players–Lasky for distribution.

By early 1917, Pickford and Fairbanks had both largely settled in Los Angeles, which was emerging as the undisputed center of film production in the United States. Their relationship had become very serious, though still not public. Exposure of an extramarital affair would have damaged both of their professional reputations, though Pickford had more to lose. As a woman and as America’s Sweetheart, she would be subject to the sexual double standard and judged more harshly by the press and the public. Charlotte knew this all too well and worried. Mary did too. A sure sign of the strength of her bond with Doug was her willingness to risk her career and public disapproval—as well as Charlotte’s once again.

In late 1916 and early 1917, Pickford and then Fairbanks met another major star of the silent screen: Charlie Chaplin. Pickford and Chaplin had been rivals at a distance as the two most popular and most highly compensated performers in the mid-1910s silent film industry. In tandem, Pickford and Chaplin both kept demanding and securing greater creative and financial freedom. In 1915, for example, she was making $2,000 a week; he was making $1,250. In 1916, his salary skyrocketed to $10,000 a week and hers followed suit. Theirs would always be an uneasy alliance; Chaplin generally preferred his female colleagues to be less experienced, more vulnerable, and subject to his whims. Pickford was none of those things: she was his professional equal and rival. They shared impoverished and working childhoods but had very different temperaments, personal lives, and politics. Chaplin was always far more liberal and outspoken in his political views than Pickford. As writer, producer, director, and star, Chaplin labored over the several short films he turned out each year. Conversely, Pickford produced and starred in several feature films a year.

In response to their differing artistic processes and output as well as their political affiliations and affinities, Chaplin came up with the nickname “Bank of America’s Sweetheart” for Pickford. Here was both an acknowledgment of and disparagement of her business skills and her well-run and efficient production company. He positioned himself as the true artist, while casting her as a commercial hack. This characterization stuck and has contributed to the diminution of her career and legacy. In truth, Pickford and Chaplin both profoundly shaped the emerging art of film. They were brought together by Fairbanks and were united in their mutual affection for and devotion to him. Fairbanks and Chaplin became fast friends after they met at an industry party in March 1917. Fairbanks was the glue that cemented the trio’s bond in their coming work to support mobilization for war and later in the founding of their own studio.

With World War I raging and the United States on the verge of entering the conflict, Pickford as well as Fairbanks and Chaplin would play a pivotal role on the home front, participating in the national campaign to help sell and then support the war effort. In doing so, Pickford and other industry leaders were also burnishing their own reputations as well as that of their industry. Not so long ago, the film world had been equated with Nickel Madness and framed as a social and cultural problem to be solved. Although the film industry had never been exclusively and was certainly no longer primarily an entertainment by and for immigrants and the poor and working class, the industry continued to battle such perceptions. With a workforce and leadership that included many of German, Austrian, and Eastern European descent, the industry needed to prove its “100 percent Americanism.” During World War I, Pickford proved an outstanding spokesperson and cultural and political ambassador for the industry, a role she would play for the rest of her life.
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America’s Sweetheart and American Empire in the Age of the Great War, 1917–1920

In early August 1914, Germany declared war on Russia and France; Great Britain responded by declaring war on Germany, and World War I began. Initially, the United States steered an ostensibly neutral course. From the conflict’s outbreak, however, the United States provided critical support to the Allied forces in the form of monetary loans, food, clothing, and weaponry. This brisk trade with Great Britain, France, and their allies supported them in the war effort and galvanized US industries and its economy. Indeed, US financing and support of the Allies fueled a rising American empire. Nonetheless, public opinion was sharply opposed to US intervention, which blocked direct US participation until spring 1917. Indeed, President Woodrow Wilson won re-election in 1916 in part because of his credentials as the leader “who kept us out of war.” Wilson ultimately came to support intervention but had his work cut out for him to secure a declaration of war from the US Congress.

When the war broke out, Pickford was a Canadian citizen and therefore a subject of the British Empire. So when Great Britain declared war on Germany in August 1914, Canada was at war. But her citizenship status and loyalties never emerged as an issue—then or at any other point in her career. As a Canadian immigrant of Anglo-Irish descent, she passed as Anglo-American. She did not encounter the suspicion and hostility directed at many of her industry peers who were German, Austrian, or Eastern European immigrants. Instead, she would serve as a figurehead to demonstrate the industry’s 100 percent Americanism and to defuse concerns rooted in the immigrant origins of the industry’s audience and personnel. During the war years, Pickford—who was in her early twenties—became more politicized and entered the realm of national politics: she made war propaganda films, participated in the war bond drive, and supported suffrage.

Although she was first promoted as America’s Sweetheart for Tess of the Storm Country, the nickname did not stick: she was still popularly known as “Little Mary” and “Our Mary.” The term was recycled to promote The Little American (1917), her first war propaganda film. Given the tenor of the times, the nickname proved very successful and endured for the rest of her life and career. Onscreen and off, Pickford participated in the war effort and emerged as a national symbol of a respectable, white, middle-class womanhood used to inspire support of the war effort from all sectors of American society. As America’s Sweetheart, Pickford was explicitly defined as half of a heterosexual couple: as soft, pretty, not overtly sexual, needful of a male partner, and, most importantly, not threatening to the status quo. This persona sometimes masked and sometimes justified her extraordinary and unconventional place in the public sphere and her transgressive behavior in the private sphere as an unhappily married, female breadwinner.

Pickford’s war work (paid and voluntary) was widely lauded, like that of many girls and women. All such labor was coded as patriotic, respectable, and a wartime exigency. The expectation was that women would return to the domestic sphere and their proper roles at war’s end. But many of these women had rising expectations and new hopes and goals. For them, America’s Sweetheart served as a potent symbol of these new opportunities and of female wealth, power, and privilege in the public sphere.

In the early years of the conflict, Pickford took a pacifist and noninterventionist stance in the media. In her Daily Talks, she focused on war’s cruelty, suffering, and waste. As the tide of public opinion began to turn and the official US policy of neutrality shifted to preparedness and then direct intervention in 1916 and 1917, Pickford and the film industry took heed. The industry had much to gain from its wartime work. Active industry participation in support of mobilization and the war effort forestalled any disruption or diversion of film production as “nonessential” to the war effort. The industry’s proactive stance also avoided direct governmental intervention into or censorship of film production in the name of national security. War and propaganda efforts provided source material for films with mass appeal and healthy box office receipts. The industry also benefitted from the positive publicity provided by the civic work and war films of industry personnel like Pickford. The goodwill of a grateful viewing public and the US government would prove useful in the film world’s tumultuous postwar years of growth.

The federal government devoted considerable resources to growing the armed forces, restructuring the US economy to facilitate war needs and measures, and influencing public opinion to suppress lingering dissent and opposition to the conflict. Created in April 1917 by President Wilson as a key component of such efforts, the Committee on Public Information (CPI) produced and sponsored a wide range of prowar propaganda including posters, pamphlets, and books, and finally films. The CPI’s goal was to sell the US war effort to a national and international audience. Journalist George Creel headed the CPI, an inspired choice from the perspective of film industry leaders. Creel understood the power of film to persuade and was sympathetic to and supportive of this growing industry. Indeed, as a reporter he had covered the industry in some depth. For example, a lengthy and flattering December 1916 profile of Douglas Fairbanks highlighted his masculinity and vitality and intimated that Fairbanks was a Harvard graduate; at most, Fairbanks had visited the Harvard campus. Yet the net result of such misinformation was a legitimization of the industry and its personnel. The industry used the National Association of the Motion Picture Industry (NAMPI), a trade organization formed in August 1916, to liaise with the CPI and implement the “associational” ideal that developed in the 1910s and 1920s to reconcile the public interest with corporate imperatives. Born of Progressive-era concerns about the impact of the industrialization, urbanization, and immigration on US society, these public-private partnerships operated on a wholly new scale during the war.

The NAMPI-CPI wartime partnership helped to prove the patriotism of the industry through fundraising and public relations efforts: the production and dissemination of both war propaganda films and non-war-related films, war bond drives, and support of rationing and the troops. Zukor served on NAMPI’s War Cooperation Committee and was mindful of using his biggest star, Pickford, in this promotional work. And Pickford did not need to be persuaded; she recognized how such work burnished her reputation and sold her films. War work also provided the opportunity for collaboration—both professional and deeply personal—with Fairbanks.

Industry stars participated in war work in many ways, including the federal government’s Liberty Loan bond campaigns. Designed to help finance the war, this program initially struggled. Then US secretary of the treasury William McAdoo solicited the participation of Hollywood’s biggest stars, including Pickford, Fairbanks, and Chaplin. In the end, the bond drives raised $23 billion. Many in the industry clamored to participate, selling bonds to the public and “proving” their patriotism. Pickford was one of the biggest draws, and she was tireless in her war work—for both her native Canada as well as her adopted homeland of the United States. She lent her image to photographs and posters, sponsored regiments, met with troops, and appeared at bond drive events across North America. In those images and those events, the petite, blonde, curly-haired Pickford generally appeared as an attractive but not overly sexualized young woman, well dressed in the manner of an affluent young matron. Sometimes she was in “uniform”: whether as a nurse onscreen or as an honorary Army officer offscreen entertaining and exhorting troops. In all cases, she was clearly marked as delicate, female, respectable, inspirational, and serious, as befitted the times.

Pickford’s first and most important war propaganda film was The Little American. Directed by Cecil B. DeMille, it was shot shortly before the United States entered World War I and released in August 1917, just after the United States joined the Allied war effort. When her love, German American Karl, disappears in war-torn Europe, Pickford’s Angela Moore follows. In transit, she survives the sinking of her ship, the Veritania—an obvious allusion to the May 1915 sinking of the Lusitania by a German submarine that helped draw the United States into the Great War. Angela then turns her aunt’s chateau into a French field hospital. When German forces take control of the hospital, she is reunited with Karl, who seems to have turned into a “bestial Hun” by the German war machine as well his mistaken belief that Angela died when her ship sank. Ultimately, Karl disavows the German war effort, Angela and Karl are saved from a German firing squad, and they return to the United States to a presumably happy ending of marriage and family. Although Karl as a German solider morphed into Allied wartime stereotypes as vicious and animalistic, he was finally redeemed by his love of his “little American” sweetheart.

Chicago’s aggressive municipal censorship board initially banned The Little American as inflaming public opinion against the city’s sizeable German American population. Metellus Lucullus Cicero Funkhouser, head of Chicago’s film censorship board, actively cut or banned a number of war propaganda films and resisted the anti-German hysteria rampant in wartime America. Performing patriotism was critical to the industry, and this kind of justifiable resistance to often simplistic propaganda and damaging stereotypes became a problem. Ultimately Funkhouser would be removed from his position for overstepping his municipal powers and for undermining the federal authority recently vested in the film bureau of the Creel Committee. The virulent patriotism incited during the war that cost Funkhouser his position would fuel dangerous nativist, racist, and antiradical activism, legislation, and violence in postwar America.

In performing patriotism during the war, Pickford was tireless and ubiquitous. She would also appear in Johanna Enlists (1918), her other feature-length war propaganda film, as well as two shorts, War Relief (1917) and One Hundred Percent American (1918). Johanna Enlists, the story of a farm girl turned wartime nurse, featured the 143rd California Artillery, known as “Mary Pickford’s Fighting 600.” Pickford sponsored this unit and was in turn named an honorary officer. Publicity for all Pickford films released once US mobilization began referenced her wartime service, even though the majority of these pictures were not war related. For example, she donated toys used in 1917’s A Little Princess to French war orphans. She worked closely with the Red Cross, sponsoring and supporting various initiatives, including the purchasing of ambulances and other necessary wartime equipment. She donated cigarettes and knit goods. She made speeches, led parades, refereed exhibition fights—all while maintaining a grueling filming schedule. And Pickford did not neglect the Canadian war effort. She invested significantly in Canadian war bonds; Charlotte also made an appearance in Toronto on her daughter’s behalf to support the Canadian war effort.

After the first two Liberty Loan drives failed to attract widespread popular support, Pickford, Fairbanks, and Chaplin were called upon to ensure the success of the Third Liberty Loan Drive. While Fairbanks and Pickford were vociferously patriotic and in support of war mobilization, Chaplin—always to their left in his political views and affiliations—had to be pressured to participate, given his misgivings about the Great War. Being of draft age, the British-born Chaplin had already come under fire for his failure to enlist in the British armed service at the outset of the conflict. Once the United States entered the war, Chaplin had to revisit his public position vis-à-vis the conflict. Privately, his political beliefs were evolving into the leftist, antiwar, anti-imperialist views that would create problems for him in early Cold War Hollywood. But, at this juncture in his career, Chaplin was not yet the deeply leftist political activist and artist that he would become. A press release announced that Chaplin’s attempt to enlist in the US military failed; he was rejected for being under height and underweight. This explanation inspired mockery and jeers from the press and the public.

To curtail the negative publicity, Fairbanks, who was too old to serve, convinced a wary Chaplin to participate in the bond drive. And the concerns here were not only about bad press, given that Chaplin’s antiwar views were public knowledge in an increasingly difficult and intolerant political climate. The 1917 Espionage Act (expanded in spring 1918) broadly defined antiwar sentiment and activity as espionage and traitorous activity. Chaplin’s bid to rehabilitate his image via war work reflected efforts for political and cultural legitimacy in the wider industry. Such work was widely praised, and the public-private partnerships forged in the name of mobilization would serve the industry well in a postwar world fraught with public relations problems and the looming threat of local, state, and federal regulation.

The third bond drive began in Washington, DC, with parades and other events; Chaplin, Pickford, and Fairbanks then traveled to Wall Street in Lower Manhattan to speak before enormous and adoring crowds that spring 1918. The trio split up to blanket the nation and serve as political and cultural ambassadors—crowds gathered wherever they went. Behind the scenes, trouble was brewing.

War work allowed Pickford and Fairbanks to spend time together without attracting undesirable press scrutiny. Both were still married. Although industry insiders knew the score, the public remained in the dark about the relationship. Two divorces and a remarriage could very well be a public relations disaster, especially for Pickford and the fledgling industry she personified. How would audiences react to America’s Sweetheart as a divorcée and home wrecker? Though cultural taboos against divorce were beginning to erode in the opening decades of the twentieth century, divorce remained uncommon, difficult, and often expensive to secure. Women who divorced bore a heavier burden of shame and blame. And family loyalty was a core value that Charlotte had drilled into her children, especially Mary. Since the age of five, she had been a caretaker and shouldered adult responsibilities for her family, a habit she found hard to break when it came to her increasingly erratic, needy, and difficult husband. Pickford and Moore’s relationship had always been troubled and tempestuous: she endured physical, verbal, and emotional battering. Yet her sense of familial loyalty as well as professional imperatives kept her in that marriage. She would not be easily convinced to make a change.

Eventually the patient and long-suffering Beth Fairbanks—who had long turned a blind eye to her husband’s extramarital activities—got fed up. By all accounts, Doug was blindsided by Beth’s April 1918 press release announcing their separation while he was off on the Liberty Loan tour. He initially denied it: “The story is false. . . . It is a piece of German propaganda.”1 When questioned about the Fairbanks split, Pickford feigned ignorance. Beth promptly issued another press release: “We have separated . . . I do not understand why Mr. Fairbanks should continue to deny it. If they continue to cast doubt upon my truthfulness, I shall take steps to prove what I have said. An actress has told all my friends, some of my relatives, and my representatives that she is in love with Mr. Fairbanks, and I do not understand why she should deny it publicly. . . . I will not allow them to keep on with their denials.”2 Owen Moore then issued his own press release that obliquely alluded to the affair. At this juncture, Beth Fairbanks, Moore, and the US press still refrained from explicitly naming Pickford as the other woman.

Prevailing journalistic practice still forbade such exposure of the private lives of public figures, though these standards and practices were in flux. Indeed, the celebrity culture that the film industry helped to usher in would erode such customary as well as legal protections. For the time being, the reports remained discreet, and the affair was not publicly exposed. Behind the scenes, Beth threatened to sue for divorce and name Mary as corespondent. Likewise, Owen threatened to name Doug: he also threatened physical violence. Neither Beth nor Owen made good on any of these threats, but a final resolution would take time.

While the Great War raged, Fairbanks did his part for mobilization. Moore was also outside the age range of those called to fight, but not Pickford’s troubled younger brother. For Jack, the war offered an opportunity to distinguish himself from his famous sister—and avoid Mary and Charlotte’s close scrutiny. Jack had grown up quickly in the entertainment world. By his midteens, he had assumed the persona of “man about town” with his drinking and carousing. As he entered his twenties, he continued to find steady work and was widely considered to have talent and promise, especially by Mary and Charlotte, who adored and spoiled the youngest Pickford. After a failed attempt to join a Southern California aviation military unit in the days before the creation of the US Air Force, Jack successfully enlisted in the Navy in March 1918. His deployment to the Brooklyn Navy Yards became a photo opportunity with Mary, Charlotte, and Lottie. Joining his mother and sisters at the train station was Olive Thomas, the beautiful young dancer and actress whom he had married in May 1917. Like the Pickfords, Thomas was self-made. Raised in a working-class, Pennsylvania coal-mining town, she sought upward mobility in the world of mass entertainment—in her case, with the Ziegfeld Follies, a popular Broadway dancing revue. The Ziegfeld Follies was the most well-known example of the popular theater’s turn in the 1910s and 1920s to the “leg show,” which objectified and dehumanized anonymous female dancers as physical spectacles in the midst of opulent sets. The great irony was that the popular theater and mass amusements could, at once, support and discourage female empowerment and opportunity, as in the case of Thomas and many other female performers whose socioeconomic status was improved by the leg show.

Thomas was signed to a film contract in 1916, and she and Jack met in Los Angeles. At this juncture, he seemed a promising partner: young, handsome, talented, connected. They married suddenly and secretly in May 1917. Neither Mary nor Charlotte—who doted on the troubled Jack—approved of the match, believing these twenty-year-olds to be too immature and too fond of a good time to build a successful relationship.

In the military, Jack quickly found trouble. Posted stateside in the Brooklyn Navy Yard, he became embroiled in a “commissions for sale” scheme to help affluent men—like him—avoid active combat duty. Charlotte and Mary had to intercede. Jack testified against his partners in this scheme. In return, his dishonorable discharge became an honorable discharge in May 1919.

During the war years, Pickford’s propaganda films were chiefly important for providing legitimacy and public approval for both the actress and her industry. As art, they were undistinguished. But she made other films in this period with screenwriter Frances Marion, resulting in some of her finest work and most memorable roles. Pickford’s specialty was the romantic tragicomedy. She sometimes portrayed the poor, the downtrodden, whether factory workers or the urban or rural poor; if her character was not poor, the poor were generally treated sympathetically, with the ravages of modern industrial capitalist society a frequent theme. Her melodramas, comedic and not, addressed the dangers of child labor, the perils faced by textile workers, the problems of the orphaned and the dispossessed. Her characters ranged across the social spectrum: from the very poor to the middle class to the elite—with an emphasis at the extremes.

A key to Pickford’s success—a reason she resonated so profoundly with audiences—was that she successfully and consistently played young female characters who matured over the course of a film. Coming of age films allowed Pickford and Marion greater latitude with their female protagonists. Young, single, female characters could experience adventures and challenge the status quo in terms of appearance, behavior, and expectations. Pickford’s young girls cross-dressed, were physically aggressive and sometimes even violent, and defied authority, especially patriarchal figures like fathers, clergy, and law enforcement. In the end, her female protagonist usually committed to a traditional life of marriage and children. This hewing to the status quo generally came at the end of the film with either an engagement or a brief epilogue flashing forward to life as a married wife and mother. But the films generally focused on the characters’ youthful years of freedom, adventure, and experimentation.

Yet, for many, Pickford remains a silent film relic who portrayed simpering, foolish little girls as an adult performer. The Pickford-Marion collaboration included some of the pivotal “little girl” roles that have been misunderstood, misinterpreted, simplified, and used to undermine Pickford’s artistic legacy. In 1917, a twenty-five-year-old Pickford collaborated with Marion on three films that—for better or worse—have solidified the little girl legend: The Poor Little Rich Girl, Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, and A Little Princess. In all three motion pictures, Pickford played very young protagonists from beginning to end; notably only Rebecca had the usual Pickford coda in which the main character is poised to get married, have children, and lead a conventional life. But even in the handful of films in which the Pickford protagonist never matured into a young woman, the characters and plots were always more complex—and alternately progressive and reactionary in tone—than is remembered.

Across the 1800s, a new, middle-class version of childhood prevailed: children should be protected, educated, and kept out of the paid labor force, going to school rather than work. They were also understood as innocents with the power to uplift a degraded world. The centrality of this “cult of the child” in the late 1800s and early 1900s resulted in American popular culture prominently featuring child performers as well as child-centered cultural products—books, plays, films. Within this context, Pickford’s performances as children, both girls and boys, tapped into a lucrative market niche. Tracing the history of the source material for Marion’s 1917 screenplay for The Little Princess reveals the brisk trade that existed in child-centered narratives throughout this period. Frances Hodgson Burnett adapted her 1888 serialized novella Sara Crewe for the London and New York stage in 1902 and then expanded it into the best-selling novel and children’s literature classic A Little Princess (1905). In 1917, Pickford and Marion brought this novella/play/novel to the silent screen. Rebecca was adapted from an eponymous 1903 novel, and The Poor Little Rich Girl from a 1913 play.

By 1917, however, Pickford’s wealth, power, age, and childlessness made her a potentially polarizing role model for the cult of the child. To diffuse possible tensions and critiques, her reputation as a hardworking daughter, sister, and professional was burnished in the press. Her difficult, working childhood was frequently referenced to garner sympathy and legitimize her ambition. Conversely, her performances of girlhood were used to deflect any concerns about her growing power and influence.

Pickford mastered the physical and emotional language of children and could play a series of convincing juvenile leads even as she turned twenty-five in 1917. Being just over five feet tall also helped in such characterizations. The Poor Little Rich Girl features Pickford as Gwen, the only child of wealthy and distracted parents. Her father is too busy “with money-making schemes” while her mother is concerned with social climbing and appearances. So Gwen largely spends her time isolated and in the care of indifferent servants. The privileged Gwen wants love and affection. She also wants action and freedom, which are denied her because of her class and gender. Gwen gets in trouble for fighting with and soiling the dress of Susie May, the snobbish and unpleasant daughter of one of her mother’s friends. As a result, “they punished the poor little rich girl, for wanting to be a free little poor girl.” Her punishment: to be dressed as a boy. Gwen quickly discovers that she enjoys the liberty her male masquerade offers and joyfully frolics in the streets with poor boys in her urban neighborhood. She had long observed their camaraderie and freedom from the isolation of her bedroom window. And now she is liberated to run, shout, and roll in the mud and to violate all of the rules of elite girlhood. Here was a transgressive meditation on the fluidity of gender and on gender as performance.3

The actress-as-boy performance was very popular on the nineteenth-century Anglo-American stage and was transferred to the screen by Pickford and others. Such representations could be used to infantilize and diminish female performers and mark them as immature. Although Pickford struggled with charges of immaturity and childishness later in her career, at this stage, such work demonstrated her range as well as the transformative potential of transgressing gender and age hierarchies. Gwen’s performance as a boy frees her and is reiterated at the film’s end, when she is depicted in a rural idyll with her now doting parents, walking barefoot and making mud pies. Likewise, Rebecca in Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm is an assertive, physically daring rebel who consistently challenges gender norms: she climbs trees, rides horses, gets dirty, and befriends an outcast family. And she persists in the face of constant punishment and disapproval. Sara in A Little Princess is a pampered elite girl whose slide into poverty makes her assertive and self-supporting: she gains life skills she had not previously needed.

Although all three films had some subversive content, they also contained themes that reinforced the gender and class status quo. Independent, single, adult female characters serve as the antagonists who mistreat Pickford’s high-spirited girl protagonists in each film. These self-supporting, adult women are depicted as immoral, vindictive, and unlikable. In Poor Little Rich Girl, Gwen is done wrong by her neglectful governess Jane. Miss Minchin, the mean-spirited boarding school headmistress, tyrannizes and deceives Sara in A Little Princess. Rebecca is sent to live with an aunt who dislikes and oppresses her. These negative characterizations embodied the stereotype of the spinster: a woman forced to fend for herself economically and socially because she was an outsider to the normative Christian, monogamous, heterosexual marital union and its protections. Sympathy and empathy in these movies was meant to reside with the fundamentally good if mistreated girls of the middle and upper class as played by Pickford.

In these films, the poor served primarily as objects of sympathy, uplift, and liberation for Pickford’s protagonists. Rebecca could help the poor, depraved Simpson family find respectability in marriage as well as more economic resources in the form of her charity work. Gwen could have some stolen moments of freedom and excitement with some poor boys. Gwen’s servants—described as “tyrants of modern civilization”—were either redeemed by her goodness or cast out.4 Sara begins life in A Little Princess with economic advantage as the daughter of a wealthy man, loses it, and regains it. By the film’s end, she can resume her place as a benevolent member of the wealthiest classes.

Like many of Pickford’s films, Rebecca and Rich Girl promoted an idealized vision of rural or small-town, native-born, Anglo-American life as opposed to the socioeconomic and cultural diversity of the city, cast as threatening and sinister. Rich Girl’s happy ending occurs in a rural idyll, far from the teeming urban masses of the film’s narrative conflict. Rebecca promotes many of the perceived advantages of small-town, Protestant American life, including community cohesiveness and oversight. But community boundaries were closely policed by race, ethnicity, and class; the film includes a blackface performer, a discordant element in an otherwise all-white paradise. And as America’s Sweetheart, Pickford’s roles and persona appealed in the nativist, racist, and reactionary climate of postwar America. Her days of performing red- and yellowface were done. Her golden curls were a potent symbol of whiteness in a segregated, racially polarized America. The 100 percent Americanism of the war years that Pickford promoted in a film of a similar name produced the postwar red scare that targeted socialists, anarchists, labor leaders, and other leftist radicals and resulted in racial and industrial violence and severely restrictive immigration policies.

Zukor had been opposed to the Rich Girl project; Pickford and Marion moved forward anyway. Zukor was pleasantly surprised when it was a hit. Rebecca and Princess offered variations on the little girl formula and were also great successes. After delivering these crowd-pleasing performances of girlhood, Pickford wanted a challenge and a change. She decided to take on dual roles that covered both ends of the socioeconomic spectrum: the beautiful, physically challenged, elite Stella Maris and the unattractive, downtrodden, disadvantaged, and world-weary domestic servant Unity Blake. The pampered and disabled Stella is trapped by convention and her physical limitations in a tower bedroom from which she wishes to escape and experience the world. She is a beautiful optimist who knows nothing of cruelty and deprivation. Conversely, Unity lacks beauty and socioeconomic status and struggles to meet her basic needs. Yet she is independent, self-supporting, and in the world. In the parallel stories of Stella and Unity, Pickford covered a wide range of challenges and opportunities that reflected the changing condition of American women. Unity ultimately sacrifices herself so that the beautiful and innocent Stella can live and love. But the determined and doomed Unity serves as the moral center of the film.

With Stella Maris, widely considered to be one of Pickford’s finest films and performances, she succeeded in creating genuinely popular and mature art. Throughout her career, Pickford would struggle to reconcile the desire to expand her artistic range as an actor with the need as a producer for mainstream appeal and the resulting healthy box office receipts. She wanted to create genuinely popular and accessible art and was unwilling to scorn or turn her back on the mass audience that had treated her so well and made her a star. She wanted it all: commercial success and critical praise, goals for which she would be alternately celebrated and mocked, as in Chaplin’s characterization of Pickford as Bank of America’s Sweetheart. In 1917, poet and intellectual Vachel Lindsay, in a glowing review of her film A Romance of the Redwoods, famously declared Pickford “a queen . . . born from an all-conquering machine” who “was beginning to emerge” as an artist.5 Embedded in this positive review was a critique of what had come before, chiefly “her baby manner.”6 Yet, with Stella Maris, she succeeded: the film garnered critical accolades and turned a modest profit. It also showcased significant technical innovation with cinematography that placed Pickford’s two characters in the same frame, winning Pickford additional praise as a groundbreaking producer. Again Zukor had been critical of this project, questioning the wisdom of Pickford playing the unattractive, doomed Unity. Once again, he was proven wrong. This conflict was emblematic of changes in Pickford and Zukor’s once-close collaboration and changes across the US film industry.

As World War I came to a close, Pickford made a major professional change in the midst of significant corporate reorganization in the US film industry led by her boss Adolph Zukor and Famous Players–Lasky. Zukor had successfully pioneered vertical and horizontal integration of film production, distribution, and exhibition with his 1916 orchestration of the $12.5 million merger that brought production and distribution under the Famous Players–Lasky umbrella. Then, in 1919, Wall Street made a major investment in this corporation in the form of a $10 million loan to finance the building and acquisition of first-rate movie theaters: thus exhibition was now in-house as well. Other studios that followed suit found the resources to do so with major Wall Street investment. Here was the beginning of the Hollywood studio system, an oligopoly in which a small group of firms controlled the industry. Over the next decade, five major (Fox, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer [MGM], Paramount, RKO, and Warner Brothers), and three minor studios (Columbia, United Artists, and Universal) would coalesce and account for more than 90 percent of industry profits.

Efforts to rationalize, streamline, and overhaul operations at Famous Players–Lasky and then at the other major studios reflected nationwide trends: a wider organizational revolution was sweeping US workplaces. The principles of scientific management were used to increase the pace and scale of mass production and corporate profits. In the film industry, the production process was standardized, which shifted power from director to producer. The industry’s biggest producers like Zukor stood to benefit the most from these changes. But it would have an adverse effect on his working relationship with Pickford.

After just over five tremendously successful years working for and with Adolph Zukor at Famous Players–Lasky, Pickford had reached the end of her most recent contract. As always, she had competing offers. For years, she, Charlotte, and Zukor had been able to agree on a new contract after intense negotiations. This time would be different. The Pickfords were increasingly unhappy at the studio. The dramatic growth and increasing industry dominance of Famous Player–Lasky was both a blessing and a curse from Pickford’s perspective. On the one hand, Pickford’s considerable compensation demands could be met, including the formation of her own production and distribution units under the auspices of Famous Players–Lasky as well as a profit-sharing arrangement. The reach of Zukor’s enterprise meant that Pickford’s films were broadly distributed in the finest theaters across the nation and around the globe. And Fairbanks, the object of her affections, had been welcomed into the Famous Players–Lasky family on comparable terms in late 1916 when he left Triangle. Pickford’s former director D. W. Griffith had come onboard in the spring of 1917. Pickford also had negotiated for the creation of Artcraft Pictures as a Famous Players–Lasky subsidiary devoted exclusively to distribution of her films, which had put an end to using her films as the centerpiece in block booking practices.

Artcraft’s prestige film repertoire, however, quickly expanded beyond Pickford movies to include the work of Fairbanks, Griffiths, and other major players—a development Pickford resented. Pickford also mourned the loss of her once-close working relationship with Zukor. In the early years, they had worked together on every aspect of her films and her career. Zukor had lavished attention on Pickford, his biggest star and most important investment. His devotion reaped major dividends for the company and the woman. But, as Zukor himself would concede, he was neither an artist nor a filmmaker—he was a businessman and an entrepreneur. He had once paid attention to every detail of Pickford’s career and helped to craft not just her films but also her public image and persona. But those days were gone. He now had the largest film studio in the nation to tend to.

Zukor’s industry dominance would be challenged, and Pickford would play a prominent role. A coalition of two dozen theater owners formed First National in April 1917. They wanted to expand into film production to increase profits and to counter the growing power and influence of Zukor’s company. To do so, they needed major stars. First, they hired Chaplin, who signed a production deal worth $1 million in July 1917. Pickford wanted a similar deal from Zukor, which was not forthcoming.

In November 1918, she left Zukor and Famous Players–Lasky for First National. She secured a three-film deal worth $1 million, including a 50 percent profit-sharing plan and complete creative control. Zukor responded. Less than two months after Pickford signed with First National, rumors began to circulate of a merger with Famous Players–Lasky. Although this merger did not come to pass, Zukor began to purchase first-run theaters across the nation in 1919 and successfully completed the vertical integration of production, distribution, and exhibition facilities within the film industry. Other studios would quickly follow suit. In this competitive atmosphere of corporate consolidation, performer-producers like Pickford, Chaplin, and Fairbanks believed their hard-won artistic and financial autonomy to be imperiled. And they were right.

The star system had generated considerable profits for the studios and their shareholders, but it had also created a class of highly paid, ambitious, and increasingly independent actors, actresses, and directors. Zukor was determined to seize back the power ceded to actors, actresses, and directors by the star system he had helped to bring into being. Zukor and other major studio executives began to constrain bids for creative and financial control, as exemplified by the affiliated or independent production companies established by stars such as Pickford at Famous Players–Lasky.

With her lucrative First National arrangement secured, Pickford turned her attention to a new business deal. In January 1919, Pickford, Fairbanks, Chaplin, and Griffith announced the formation of the United Artists Corporation. Pickford and Fairbanks were central to UA’s creation. Griffith joined as a result of his long-standing professional relationship with Pickford, dating back to their Biograph days; Fairbanks brought his close friend Chaplin into the company. United Artists was conceived to distribute the films of its producer-owners as well as other independent producers, some of whom would join this partnership in the future. As Pickford once wrote, their goal was to “become our own bosses.”7 In their January 1919 press release announcing UA’s formation, they highlighted the dangers of corporate consolidation and declared UA a bulwark against corporate consolidation and mediocrity. UA also banned block booking and charged below-market-rate distribution fees. Thus, UA offered high-quality films on a case-by-case basis with flexible terms and reasonable rates for theater owners who wanted to operate outside of the emerging oligopoly.

This corporation was conceived to ensure that the four founding partners (and all future partners) operated with equal access and on equal terms to avoid the takeovers and power plays so common to early film enterprises. The founders included several unusual guidelines and bylaws: most importantly, unanimous consent of the UA board was required for all major decisions. Such a rigid and unusual governing structure often proved unwieldy and time consuming and sometimes resulted in missed business opportunities. But, fundamentally, UA was founded to nurture and sustain its founders’ careers and to encourage independent and high-quality film production while avoiding a hostile takeover from Zukor or other corporate raiders. Despite its considerable struggles, UA accomplished all of these goals for many, many years.

In addition to its four storied founding partners, UA also boasted several former high-profile government officials as part of its leadership team. Here Pickford and her partners effectively created the appearance of a public-private partnership (the aforementioned associational strategy) as a corporation hiring public officials into the private sector. Former US treasury secretary William McAdoo (also Democratic President Wilson’s son-in-law) had recruited Fairbanks, Pickford, and Chaplin for the wartime Liberty Loan drive. In turn, they brought McAdoo in as UA’s chief counsel while Oscar Price, another former Treasury agent, served as president. These former federal officials offered access to their professional networks and conferred status upon the new corporation. And UA needed all of the star power and political muscle at its disposal in an industry overtly hostile to its proclaimed mission to provide independent producers and performers with a distribution network.

At this juncture, Pickford was not yet a US citizen or a voter; once she was, she generally kept her political affiliation and choices private. But we do know, at this juncture, that she worked for and identified with the activist, progressive wing of the Democratic Party. Since the mid-1800s, the Democratic Party had drawn the allegiance of the urban, Catholic, immigrant demographic from which Pickford hailed. In the 1930s, she partnered with another progressive Democratic president’s administration, lending her name and star power to the National Youth Administration, one of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal agencies that offered work and other assistance to students struggling to build lives and careers in the midst of the crisis of the Great Depression. By then, she would be considered a viable candidate for public office. But that time had not yet come; in 1919, she and her partners had only just demonstrated their political usefulness and were only just building their political alliances.

From the outset, UA struggled to attract other producers and generate enough product to keep the company solvent. The owner-shareholders had each agreed to produce a minimum of three films annually, but only Fairbanks was free in early 1919 to produce UA films. Pickford, Griffith, and Chaplin remained contractually bound to First National for two, three, and five films, respectively. His Majesty, the American, Fairbanks’s first UA film, opened in the fall of 1919 to tepid reviews but strong box office receipts. UA’s next release was an unanticipated stroke of luck and a critical and box office success. Griffith directed Broken Blossoms for Famous Players–Lasky, but Zukor rejected the drama as too abstract and highbrow for a mass audience. It was instead sold to UA, received rapturous reviews, played to packed theaters, and ultimately grossed over half a million dollars. Fairbanks’s When the Clouds Roll By followed in December. With her tremendous work ethic and formidable production team, Pickford rapidly made the two films—Daddy-Long-Legs and Heart o’ the Hills— she was obligated to produce for First National. Then she turned her attention to Pollyanna, her first UA release, in January 1920.

Pickford and Fairbanks—America’s Sweetheart and “Mr. Pep”—began their love affair in early 1916 and sustained it and kept it out of the press through four arduous years. The year 1919 was the year of United Artists; 1920 was the year of a different Pickford-Fairbanks merger. After a year and a half of legal wrangling, Fairbanks’s divorce was finalized in November 1919. At this point he issued an ultimatum to Pickford. Pickford’s resistance was well founded: she would bear the brunt of public opinion if it turned against them. She was more vulnerable to potentially career-ending, public condemnation and censure for her many challenges to prevailing gender and social norms. She consulted her mother and Frances Marion, her trusted friend and industry insider, for advice. Marion brought in journalist, novelist, and screenwriter Adela Rogers St. Johns to help gauge public reaction to a divorce and to help craft a media narrative that would turn an adulterous relationship that ended two marriages into a love story. All of these women knew what was at stake. St. Johns remembered that Pickford asked her, “Will anyone ever go to see my pictures again?” St. Johns responded, “Your chances are better than even if it’s handled carefully.”8

Pickford and her female brain trust drafted a careful plan to move forward with the divorce. She was no longer an employee subject to disapproval or possible sanctions from studio leadership: she was a studio executive. The success of their public, professional collaborations—the bond drive and UA—suggested that a private merger of America’s Sweetheart and “Everybody’s Hero” would be celebrated as well. And their love endured through four long and often difficult years of maintaining a covert yet intense relationship. The driven, optimistic, and ambitious Fairbanks had become Pickford’s equal in every sense of the word. Her impetuous and tempestuous marriage to Moore was never much of an adult union. When they married, they were both rising stars, but Pickford had long eclipsed Moore in status and earnings. They never set up a permanent home together but lived in a variety of accommodations that most often included Charlotte.

Mary and Charlotte cut a deal with Moore, who received an estimated cash settlement of $100,000 to end their nine-year marriage and make no public disclosures. Pickford, accompanied by her formidable mother and her attorney, traveled to Reno, Nevada. At this time, Reno was becoming the “divorce capital” of the United States because of Nevada’s liberal divorce laws, which made it possible to secure a divorce with a spouse’s consent in just a few weeks. Pickford was granted a divorce from Owen Moore on March 2, 1920. Although her divorce made the news, her relationship with Fairbanks did not.

Less than four weeks later, Pickford and Fairbanks had an intimate, secret wedding ceremony on March 28, 1920. They wed at the home of Rev. J. Whitcombe Brougher, the popular pastor of Los Angeles’ Temple Baptist Church with only Charlotte, Fairbanks’s brothers Robert and John, and a few other guests in attendance. Neither of Pickford’s siblings was in attendance, because their discretion could not be counted on. The newlyweds were back on their respective sets the following morning. Two days after their marriage, they held a small dinner party at Fairbanks’s Beverly Hills estate and made an announcement to their guests in lieu of issuing a formal statement. Word quickly spread and made international headlines. The New York Times reported, “The denouement of the Mary Pickford–Douglas Fairbanks matrimonial tangles will cause little surprise to the countless followers of the fortunes of these two movie stars, whose mutual romance has been the subject of gossip for several years. Nevertheless, the marriage goes to show that Miss Pickford, like any other woman, can change her mind because in an interview in Los Angeles on March 6, three days after she won her divorce, she asserted that she would never marry again and would devote the rest of her life to films.”9

The initial media response was decidedly mixed and skewed to the negative. The New York Times helpfully pointed out, as did many media outlets, that “BOTH HAD BEEN DIVORCED.”10 Almost immediately, politically ambitious Nevada attorney general Leonard J. Fowler filed a suit to void Pickford’s divorce decree on the grounds of “collusion, conspiracy, fraud, and untruthful testimony.”11 Pickford, Fairbanks, and Moore were all named in the legal action. Pickford’s worst nightmare had come to pass: not only was she being publicly criticized for her divorce and remarriage—she could even be charged as a bigamist if the suit was successful. Though the case would generate publicity and headlines for more than a year, ultimately Pickford’s divorce decree was upheld. Because of her divorce, Pickford could not remarry in the Catholic Church; although the church avoided any explicit condemnation of Pickford, Bishop John J. Cantwell made pointed public statements about the evils of divorce and the denizens of Los Angeles, an obvious allusion to Pickford, whose Catholicism was public knowledge by this point in her career. Their officiant, Rev. Brougher, faced criticism and the threat of censure though he publicly defended his decision to marry the couple.

The Nevada suit made her testimony in the divorce case public, which Pickford turned to her advantage. Media accounts of her troubled and failed first marriage detailed physical and verbal abuse, Moore’s drinking problem, and his resentment of her success. This narrative dovetailed with her star persona as a plucky and resourceful if beleaguered female protagonist who triumphed over adversity. The tale of her difficult marriage garnered sympathy and positive publicity. News coverage stressed the power imbalance in the Pickford-Moore relationship and the extent to which their professional and financial inequality destabilized and possibly doomed the relationship. Conversely, a Pickford-Fairbanks alliance restored the gender status quo: this powerful woman now had an equally powerful male partner known for his performance of a vigorous masculinity. Fairbanks was in no danger of becoming Mr. Pickford.

Indeed, many fans were thrilled by the marriage of America’s Sweetheart—who was now a US citizen as a result of her marriage—and Everybody’s Hero. After weeks of turmoil, Pickford and Fairbanks left Los Angeles for an extensive European tour. They called it their honeymoon, but it was very much a working vacation and a publicity junket—a “how to honeymoon Hollywood-style.” This trip set the tone for how they would blur the lines between their real and reel lives to tremendous effect, personally and professionally. They did not create Hollywood, nor were they the first performers (of stage or screen) to use their personal lives for professional gain. But they did so on a grand scale and achieved international renown, emerging as leading international avatars of self-made success and upward mobility.

During their stay in New York in early June 1920 before they left for Europe, Pickford and Fairbanks attended the theater every evening and attracted considerable attention. Their time in New York included a photo shoot. The acrobatic Fairbanks did handstands on a rooftop as his new wife looked on in a show of distress. Yet this glamorous, action-packed New York sojourn was also a business trip. UA was headquartered there, and Pickford and Fairbanks needed a new president since Oscar Price had stepped down. The company was struggling after some initial and unexpected successes, so Pickford and Fairbanks had to devote considerable energies to their new business venture—and their marriage, for better or worse, was inextricably linked to their professional lives.

They boarded the SS Lapland in New York on June 12, 1920, with a considerable entourage, including a publicist, secretary, maid, valet, and forty-some pieces of luggage. From the moment that they stepped off the boat in England, eager and often aggressive crowds met them, bearing flowers and other tributes and desperately seeking physical contact with their screen idols. From a public relations perspective, the trip was a smashing success. The crowds were massive and the press generally adulatory. Once in Europe, the newlyweds were mobbed by fans and photographers at every stop and feted in all the major European capitals. Theirs was a honeymoon only the most affluent could afford. This trip was Pickford’s first to Europe, but she found her ability to sightsee and experience the cultures and peoples drastically curtailed by the adoring and inquisitive masses and press that dogged their every step. A near riot broke out at a London charity event that Pickford and Fairbanks attended. They arrived in an open car from which Pickford was almost pulled by the swarming crowd. As they gamely tried to make their way into the fair without security or crowd control, the ever-resourceful Fairbanks placed Pickford on his shoulders and plunged into the crowd. The crowd continued to surge around them. After a near-collision with a low-hanging tree branch, Fairbanks and his passenger toppled over into a food tent. At this juncture, they sprinted for the nearest car and departed the scene before any more damage could be done. Both were flustered and alarmed by this unexpected turn of events; existing footage reveals the two being buffeted and imperiled by a surging crowd. The British media buzzed about this tumult, which continued wherever they went. In Paris, Pickford and Fairbanks again got caught in the midst of an adoring yet unruly crowd and had to make another quick escape to avoid harm. And this became a signature stunt: the narrow escape from an adoring mob. Boisterous crowds appeared in Holland, Switzerland, and Italy. The media circus that was their honeymoon provoked considerable media scrutiny and for good reason.

Their European reception as America’s “royal couple” only underscored the growing economic, political, and cultural power and reach of the US film industry. As “Doug and Mary,” they became even more famous, beloved, and scrutinized; their personal and professional partnerships became inextricably intertwined. Throughout the 1920s, in fact, they profited in many ways from these overlapping partnerships: they emerged as model entrepreneurs and consumer-citizens and symbols of American empire in an era of dramatic economic growth, fueled in part by a growing consumer culture.
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Mary and Doug: American Royalty, Hollywood Style, 1920–1926

Pickford and Fairbanks’s 1920 working European honeymoon and the hyperbolic media coverage thereof meant that they returned to a US press and public prepared to overlook their extramarital liaison and embrace their compelling and lucrative partnership. “It is one of the great love stories of all time,” declared Photoplay, the most important film fan magazine of the day, reflecting a decisive shift in media coverage and public sentiment.1 Social acceptance and celebration of their marriage was illustrative of broader changes in the legal and social structure of American matrimony, particularly as women achieved the vote in August 1920 and made other economic and political gains. The Pickford-Fairbanks pairing was just one example of high-profile personal and professional partnerships that proliferated in early Hollywood. Such duos—which included actress/producer Norma Talmadge and her husband, producer Joseph Schenck—helped to both facilitate and legitimize female ambition and power. Indeed, marriage to Fairbanks aided in reconciling the traditional and unconventional in Pickford’s image and life. No longer was she the female cohead of the Pickford family: now she had a powerful, new husband to assume the long-absent role of patriarch.

Pickford had worried that her divorce and remarriage might cause a scandal and tarnish her name and reputation. Her fears were not unfounded: the movie industry had for almost two decades been a target of social reformers and elites concerned about the changes wrought in US society by industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. In the postwar period, a moral panic was building around the “evil in the movies” stemming from many “racially, morally, idealistically foreign” sources. Rising postwar tides of xenophobia and racism fueled anti-Semitic charges of “Jewish motion picture control” as well as fears that Americans, especially girls and women, were being corrupted by film content and industry employment. The private lives and personal conduct of industry personnel would shortly erupt as a topic of national debate and condemnation. And the Pickford family would be drawn into the conflict and tragedy, but it was the end of Jack’s as opposed to Mary’s marriage that fueled speculation and outrage.2

Pickford and Fairbanks’s love story exemplified the newly emergent twentieth-century ideal of the companionate marriage—a more equitable partnership in which romantic and sexual love figured prominently alongside other economic, social, and political considerations. In a preindustrial Anglo-American context, the patriarchal, productive household was a fundamental economic and political unit in which the male head of household wielded nearly absolute power over household members: wives, children, servants, and slaves. With the rise of industrial capitalism and its mass consumer economy, the patriarchal household was modified by companionate marriage, which offered wives greater economic, political, and social autonomy. Divorce also became more easily obtained and socially acceptable. Yet men retained much of their political privilege and economic and legal dominance within the white, heterosexual Christian, monogamous union. Being part of such a union with the influential Fairbanks who performed an exuberant masculinity onscreen and off helped Pickford maintain her role as America’s Sweetheart. Throughout the 1920s, Pickford and Fairbanks provided a high-profile, closely chronicled example of how to conduct a modern marriage, from managing two careers to running a household to entertaining.

Pickford and Fairbanks returned in late July 1920 to the Beverly Hills estate that Fairbanks had purchased in 1919. Their new home was christened Pickfair and emerged as a center of film world power and activity. Known as the “White House of the West,” Pickfair became an important and coveted invitation for not only leaders in the world of mass entertainment but also for political, social, and cultural leaders from around the world: politicians, aristocrats, intellectuals. Based at Pickfair and running their own studio, they emerged as international symbols of a rising American empire and dignitaries of a new cultural and social elite.

Pickfair was often a site of extravagant and well-documented consumption. The press had extensive if tightly controlled access to the estate and its inhabitants, with their daily schedule, their leisure activities, their clothing, their household goods, their parties, their philanthropy described in lavish and exacting detail. A two-story Tudor mansion with twenty-plus rooms, Pickfair was situated on a hill with dramatic, if distant, ocean views. Pickfair’s eighteen acres in a rural, newly developing Beverly Hills featured a large, oyster-shaped, in-ground swimming pool with a sandy “beach” and a pool house, a tennis court, a miniature golf course, a vegetable garden, servant quarters housing fifteen, stables, and kennels. Pickfair’s décor was eclectic, with many themed rooms: throughout the house, European and Asian antiques comingled with contemporary art deco furnishings. The house overflowed with gifts the couple received as well as gave to each other. For example, Pickford bought her husband an antique saloon bar as well as paintings by western artist Frederic Remington. Fairbanks bought her an elaborate tea set said to have been a gift to Josephine from Napoleon. Stability, wealth, and respectability were deeply important to Pickford. In this period, she began to study French, a signifier of high culture and elite status. Being a Francophile was not Pickford’s birthright but something she seized through years of hard work and ambitious planning.

The couple had separate, adjoining bedroom suites with massive closets to accommodate their extensive and well-documented wardrobes. Pickford acquired couture gowns and amassed an impressive jewelry collection. Fairbanks’s wardrobe included formal, business, casual, and sporting attire. Their conspicuous consumption was as celebrated as was their work. In the midst of the opulence, however, Pickford maintained a lifelong habit of economizing: temperature control was one example. Visitors remembered Pickfair as being cold. Pickford asserted, “I believe in putting on warm clothes and keeping the house cool. . . . I can’t stand that steam heat. It’s very tiring, and I think it’s dangerous too.” Score one for ordinary, accessible Little Mary. Yet she sometimes took her household economies born of her impoverished origins to uncomfortable extremes given her affluent adult circumstances: tradespeople often had a difficult time getting paid. And this wealthy actress-producer now lived in a very large home and in a rarefied world, which also put her on the defensive: “I don’t like those low ceilings and cramped quarters. . . . I had too much of that in my youth, in the boarding houses.”3 Her upward mobility resulted in a sometimes uneasy and volatile comingling of working-class, middling, and elite cultures and sensibilities. Ultimately, her fundamentally middle-class respectability tempered the extremes of her persona, life, and personal history; sustained her celebrity; and proved a valuable formula for successful, positive publicity.

Pickfair’s film screening room was the center of the house. The couple used it for entertaining and for work, with the lines between work and leisure often blurred. Charlie Chaplin lived just down the street and had his own guest suite at Pickfair; the trio often reviewed UA films in Pickfair’s screening room. They also screened a wide variety of competing Hollywood fare for themselves as well as to entertain their guests. Most US film industry leaders added home screening rooms, a new status symbol for Hollywood’s elite. Thus the maturing US film community coalesced both at the studio and in the home as Hollywood emerged as both a real and metaphorical center of the industry, with Pickfair as its crown jewel. By the mid-1920s, Hollywood had come into being as the US film production center and colony as well as a powerful metaphor and guiding myth for the industry, at home and abroad. And Pickford, Fairbanks, and Chaplin were among its most popular and potent symbols, all at work together at UA.

Film screenings were Pickfair’s primary entertainment, though there was sometimes live music and dancing. Jazz, in any form, was forbidden. Given its poor and working-class, African American antecedents, jazz was a contested art form in 1920s America. In her new life at Pickfair, Pickford lived under a microscope and felt compelled to present a respectable, white, middle-class persona to the world in both her professional and personal lives. Jazz was not part of such a persona. And, as mentioned earlier, Pickford’s views on race were not progressive.

Pickford and Fairbanks were mindful of their place in the Hollywood hierarchy and their critically important role as ambassadors and role models. Film industry leaders and personnel were frequent visitors to Pickfair, including studio executives Adolph Zukor and later MGM’s Louis B. Mayer and Irving Thalberg. A diverse array of guests gathered there. European aristocrats and nobility visited, including Edward, Prince of Wales, and Lord and Lady Mountbatten. Business leaders like Henry Ford paid their respects, as did professional boxing champion Jack Dempsey, tennis player “Big” Bill Tilden, and baseball’s Babe Ruth. Intellectuals and activists like Albert Einstein and Helen Keller also made their way to Pickfair. The duo entertained an international elite and likewise were entertained in their prodigious travels. Together Pickford and Fairbanks traveled on seven international junkets, including their fabled honeymoon.

Back home in Hollywood, other industry personnel hosted drug-and alcohol-fueled entertainments that only reinforced existing stereotypes of actors as social and sexual outsiders. But not Pickford and Fairbanks. They established their homestead at Pickfair in the era of Prohibition. Given the legal prohibition of the manufacture, sale, and distribution of alcohol with the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment in January 1919, they kept public consumption of alcohol to a minimum at their events. Many mocked Fairbanks’s teetotaling and healthful ways and the practice of ending Pickfair events with a glass of Ovaltine, a chocolate-flavored milk concoction, and some fruit.

To further counter negative perceptions of the emerging film industry colony in Los Angeles as site of only conspicuous consumption and leisure, Pickfair hosted an array of philanthropic events and benefits, whether explicitly hosted by its owners or implicitly through the use of the grounds in their absence. Such events were frequent and well publicized for nearly fifty years: weddings, birthday parties, and other celebrations for family, friends, colleagues, fans, and strangers. Events benefiting veterans and active soldiers were held during peacetime and war. Museums, hospitals, child welfare agencies, and all kinds of cultural and civic institutions all found shelter and space at Pickfair. Pickford’s philanthropy was significant, and two particular causes would draw deep and sustained support from her and the charitable trust and foundation she created in 1956 that continues to exist today: (1) film preservation and study and (2) health and social welfare services for the elderly. In 1921, Pickford was the founding vice president of the Motion Picture Relief Fund, an organization devised to provide basic health and social welfare services for struggling industry personnel. What began with coin collection boxes would grow significantly over the years. Here is an excellent, early example of how Pickford made public service a central component of her wholesome star persona—another way in which she proved to be a pioneering figure.

In the first years of their marriage, Pickford and Fairbanks were inseparable: they sat next to each other at dinner parties and danced only with each other, in defiance of the rules of polite society. Later, they claimed to have never spent a single night apart for the first eight years of their marriage. Their vaunted unity served a business function as their combined star power generated considerable professional and financial gain. In 1922, they established the Pickford-Fairbanks Studio; now they could travel to work together, lunch together, and return together to Pickfair in the evenings. They popped up as extras in each other’s films though they would not headline a film together until 1929’s The Taming of the Shrew. Ultimately, this togetherness and his possessiveness proved suffocating and isolating for her. But not yet.

Fairbanks was an extrovert who needed to be the center of attention and was jealous of anyone—male or female—whom he considered competition for Pickford’s love and focus, including Charlotte. But Charlotte had learned her lesson with Owen Moore and knew how destructive open warfare could be; this time, she did not make her daughter choose. Instead, boundaries were established. Fairbanks made clear that the other Pickfords were welcome to visit Pickfair, but they would not live there. Instead Charlotte got her own Los Angeles residence. Jack and Lottie were expected to fend for themselves—to an extent. Pickford’s siblings continued to struggle to find their way as adults. Simply put, Jack and Lottie grew into adults who prioritized the pursuit of a good time over everything and everyone in their lives: work, spouses, Charlotte and Mary, and, in Lottie’s case, her only child. Yet Charlotte and Mary continued to provide much-needed support, financial and otherwise. As Mary’s friend and colleague, journalist and screenwriter Adela Rogers St. Johns once wrote, “Jack and Lottie had always seemed to me more like her kids than a brother and sister.”4 Overall, Mary’s relationship with Fairbanks enriched her personal and professional lives and established some much-needed distance from the rest of the Pickfords, both literally and metaphorically.

In the early 1920s, a series of scandals erupted involving leading industry figures—including one that engulfed the Pickford family—and made headlines coast to coast. This considerable and largely negative publicity centered on a spate of sudden and suspicious deaths of industry people that led to renewed threats of federal investigation and regulation. This moral panic was fueled by problems internal and external to the industry. Hollywood faced falling box office receipts due to an economic recession, a slowdown in new movie theater construction, increased competition from radio and other forms of mass entertainment, and a more challenging and saturated international marketplace as foreign film production recovered from the strife and upheaval of World War I. Yet industry critics were quick to attribute the industry’s postwar economic troubles solely to audience disaffection due to the scandals. They also took advantage of the rising xenophobia, nativism, and anti-Semitism in postwar America and charged that the industry had a “Jewish” problem. Anti-Semitic smears of high-profile and successful Jews within the industry were part of a larger project: to make the industry a symbol of and scapegoat for perceived problems in US society stemming from changing gender, racial, ethnic, and sexual norms. Leaders, including Pickford, needed to take action to repair the industry’s battered public image and forestall federal intervention.

One of the first major film world scandals of the 1920s was the sudden death under mysterious circumstances of former Ziegfeld Follies dancer and actress Olive Thomas, wife of Jack Pickford. Their brief marriage was dogged by rumors of drug and alcohol abuse, conflict, and infidelity. In August 1920, the young couple—frequently separated by work as well as Jack’s disastrous World War I military service—took a “second honeymoon” trip to Europe. Although they had some work commitments, primarily they sampled French life and culture, with an emphasis on its nightlife. Early in the morning of September 4, Olive fell violently ill in their Ritz Hotel room. Rushed to the hospital, she lingered for nearly a week before she died a painful death of what the coroner ruled an accidental poisoning by mercuric chloride on September 10.

Jack brought Olive’s body back to New York for a funeral service in late September. Thomas’s sudden, mysterious, and gruesome demise instigated a media frenzy given her celebrity and her famous in-laws. After an inquiry, officials concluded that America’s Sweetheart’s sister-in-law had mistaken the highly toxic mercuric chloride for her sleeping pills in the early morning hours. In an age before antibiotics, mercuric chloride was taken topically as a disinfectant and fungicide; it was also used to treat syphilis. She swallowed the mercuric chloride and suffered a long and lingering death. The press speculated about “the amount and kind of poison she swallowed,” and whether Thomas was “sober” or “somewhat exhilarated” the night of her death.5 Despite the official ruling, many wondered whether it was an accident, a suicide, or even murder.

Pickford and Fairbanks did not attend Thomas’s funeral service, a decision that only heightened the media frenzy. Media reports suggested Pickford did not attend because she was not “very strong since her ambitious European trip.”6 In truth, they stayed away to avoid drawing even more media attention to the funeral, but their absence only fueled wild rumors and generated more negative publicity for the Pickfords and the rest of the film industry.

Exactly one year after Thomas’s death, actress Virginia Rappe died after falling ill at a weekend party hosted by screen star and comedian Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle. Two days later the headlines screamed: “FATTY ARBUCKLE IN JAIL ON A CHARGE OF MURDER.” Arbuckle was arrested and charged with the rape and murder of Rappe. He had been one of Hollywood’s leading lights, but now press and public opinion turned against him decisively. Media reports indicted the industry for aiding and abetting Arbuckle who was “privately known to the . . . motion picture colonies of Los Angeles and New York as a thorough Bohemian.”7 Civic and religious groups as well as exhibitor agencies banned his films throughout the nation. The industry followed suit by pulling his films from theaters. As Arbuckle faced two mistrials in late 1921 and early 1922, the industry’s situation also worsened.

These scandals fueled long-standing perceptions of actors as depraved outsiders. Pickford and Fairbanks featured prominently in defenses of the industry. As film columnist Louella Parsons reported in September 1921, “Mr. and Mrs. Douglas Fairbanks seldom left their home in Beverly Hills, and were never seen about the cafes. . . . Another blow to the readers of the yellow journals, who believe life in picture circles is one round of drink and dissipation.”8 On December 9, 1921, film industry leaders announced the formation of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors Association (MPPDA); this private trade organization was designed to repair the public relations damage inflicted by the Thomas and Arbuckle scandals, stem falling revenues, and banish the specter of federal regulation. The MPPDA was the third industry organization created in just twelve years to handle film content regulation and public relations: the first was the National Board of Censorship in 1909 and then the National Association of the Motion Picture Industry in 1916. NAMPI’s wartime partnership with the Committee on Public Information had helped to prove the patriotism of the industry through its fundraising efforts and its production and dissemination of war propaganda films. But NAMPI’s effectiveness in the postwar world was compromised by the broad-based nature of its membership.

The MPPDA was the next step in a program of institutionalized self-regulation over the course of the twentieth century designed to address protest from the public and private sectors while staving off governmental oversight. Like many other businesses, the film industry’s experience with public-private partnerships during World War I mobilization helped resolve new conflicts in an industrializing America. The MPPDA stands as a model of the “associational” ideal that developed in the 1920s to reconcile the public interest with corporate imperatives. The MPPDA was an entirely private agency controlled by the film industry with the gloss of public disinterestedness, thanks to Will H. Hays, the former postmaster general in Warren G. Harding’s presidential cabinet and an inspired choice for MPPDA president. Placing a former political appointee in a position of oversight helped silence critics calling for federal intervention. Hays brought his political networks and savvy; he was also a frequent visitor at Pickfair.

Hays proved to be a remarkably effective broker and lobbyist. He needed all of these skills when he assumed his new post in early 1922 as yet another scandal broke. Even as the Arbuckle case remained unresolved and on the front page, acclaimed actor-director William Desmond Taylor was found murdered in early February 1922 in his Los Angeles apartment. Pickford had worked with Taylor on three films in 1918 and 1919: How Could You, Jean? (1918), the war propaganda film Johanna Enlists (1918), and Captain Kidd, Jr. (1919). Despite the Taylor murder and a series of fatal drug overdoses that continued to rock the industry, Hays and the MPPDA contained the damage. And Pickford played a central role as Hollywood’s hardworking First Lady presiding over the industry from the respectable confines of Pickfair, where the good works were many and the publicized conspicuous consumption was decidedly domestic and wholesome: dolls, china, art work.

In the early 1920s, the pace of Pickford’s filmmaking slowed down considerably. This reflected, in part, wider industry trends in the transition from short films to feature films. Over the course of her career, Pickford worked on about 225 films: an estimated 163 short films and 61 feature films. From mid-1909 to early 1913, she made about 161 short films: an average of 1 short film every eight days. Over the next twenty years of her film career, she made 52 feature films. From 1913 to 1921, Pickford starred in 42 feature films, so averaged 5 films per year—a heavy load because she appeared in nearly every scene of her features. From 1922 to 1933, she made only 10 feature films, so an average of roughly one film annually. Had she been working for one of the emerging major studios—as opposed to self-employed at United Artists—her output would not have slowed down so dramatically. But because Pickford had her own production facility (Pickford-Fairbanks Studio established in 1922) and her own distribution company (United Artists), she was her own boss and set her own schedule and her own pace.

Indeed, Pickford gloried in her hard-won creative freedom and professional control. Her goal was to produce the highest-quality mass entertainment, and she used all of the resources at her disposal to do so. She hired the best personnel. She painstakingly selected and then prepped her film projects. Production values were high, from lighting to makeup to costuming to props. This level of craftsmanship required considerable investments of time and money. For her first United Artists release, Pickford returned to the genre and collaboration that had brought her great success and acclaim. Frances Marion penned an adaptation of the children’s literature classic Pollyanna (1920).

The film was a box-office success, ultimately clearing $1 million. It contributed to UA’s success and viability and was a savvy business decision on Pickford’s part. UA needed such commercial successes. Pollyanna showcased Pickford’s usual stellar production values and benefitted from longtime Pickford cinematographer Charles Rosher’s work. Yet Pollyanna was not a critical success and was perhaps too earnest and heavy handed; it failed to strike the right balance between pathos and comedy. Of her many roles, Pollyanna was the character she later singled out as “intolerable” and “too good to be true.” She remembered, “If reincarnation should prove to be true, and I had to come back as one of my roles, I suppose some avenging fate would return me to earth as Pollyanna.” Yet Pickford went on to say, “Sickening as I found Pollyanna, the public did not agree with me. It proved to be one of my most successful pictures.”9 Here she carefully tempered the film’s creative shortcomings with evidence of its commercial success. As an artist, the film was not her best work; as a producer, its profits were crucial for the continued viability of UA. Yet the film’s importance to UA has been largely overlooked. Instead, this film and this character would later be used to reinforce the oversimplified notion of Pickford as an actor who portrayed only silly, simpering little girls. This misperception has long undermined her legacy, including both her creative gifts and entrepreneurial skills.

Those who would reduce Pickford’s filmography to a handful of little girl roles need only consider her second United Artists release. Suds (1920) combined slapstick comedy and melodrama, which was the hallmark of her finest films. Pickford starred as Amanda Afflick, a poor, young, disabled laundress. Faced with a grim reality of drudgery and limited options as a single, poor woman living in a tenement, Amanda dreams of a better life. Romance, relief, and upward mobility seem unlikely given Amanda’s economic status as well as her physical limitations; she lacks the beauty and charm that might lure an eligible suitor. Indeed, the film’s original ending left Amanda bereft, rejected, and sobbing on the steps of the laundry. This downbeat, inconclusive ending left domestic audiences underimpressed, so Pickford as producer changed the ending to suggest that a better life and even love and marriage might be in Amanda’s future. This film, like 1917’s Stella Maris, stands as one of Pickford’s finest because of its narrative complexity and character development. Both films explore the plight of poor, working-class, female protagonists who lacked the physical, economic, and social resources to resolve their problems via the marriage plot. Amanda and Stella must depend on themselves and the kindness of strangers as they make their way in the world. Their trials provided dramatic tensions and thrills—and sometimes laughs—making for compelling viewing. Such characterizations also resonated with a key component of Pickford’s fan base: poor and working-class women.

After the releases of The Love Light and Through the Back Door, two successful, if undistinguished, films in early and mid-1921, Pickford’s third 1921 release proved to be one of her most important films. Pickford starred in Little Lord Fauntleroy in a challenging dual role—as both the titular little lord, Cedric, as well as his mother, Dearest. This historical epic and adaptation of another children’s classic was a feat of technical wizardry that allowed Pickford’s two characters—mother and son—to share the screen via double exposures and highly sophisticated camerawork. Pickford’s performances as a seven-year-old boy and his twenty-something mother are a tour de force: she carved out two distinct and convincing characterizations, a truly remarkable feat. And, in many ways, this film encapsulated several of the pressing issues facing Pickford, the woman, the actor, and the studio executive. As she neared thirty, could she—and should she—continue to include children’s roles in her repertoire? Could she also play ingénues, or did she need to transition to roles for mature women, wives, and mothers like Dearest? Such questions were central to the celebrity journalism discourse about Pickford in this period, so her audience would have understood the parallels. Offscreen she had matured as a wife and producer with her very public marriage to Fairbanks as well as her founding partnership of United Artists. But what would happen onscreen? Little Lord let her compromise, playing both boy child and mother.

In the annals of her children’s roles as an adult performer, Cedric stands out. Pickford had regularly played young male characters on the stage and in her early short film career. But once she became a film star in 1914, she stopped “wearing the breeches” for the duration of a film. Many of her most affecting star turns were as rebellious and high-spirited girls and young women who sometimes briefly masqueraded as boys or behaved as a young male, fighting and scrapping. Gwen in The Poor Little Rich Girl is dressed as a boy as punishment for misbehavior, but the isolated Rich Girl finds a thrilling freedom in this new costuming and engages in a spirited mud fight, passing as a boy among neighborhood toughs. In Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, her eponymous character climbs trees, gets dirty, and fights with boys. But in Little Lord she plays a boy from start to finish. Pickford’s portrayal of Cedric’s loving, modest, long-suffering mother, a paragon of traditionally female virtues, counterbalances this subversive male masquerade.

In the 1886 novel and its 1921 film adaptation, Cedric’s blonde ringlets are a symbol of his beauty and goodness—an ideal vehicle for the “girl with the golden curls.” As a result, his curls were given more narrative prominence and drive in the film, with their own subplot. The film opens with Cedric being bullied because of his curls and longing to have them cut off to prove his adulthood and manhood. His mother’s tears over the loss of his beautiful curls and his childhood stop him from going to the barber. The film’s happy ending includes Cedric’s long-desired haircut with his family and friends looking on approvingly—a neat resolution that underscores his maturation, which includes moving away from his mother’s domestic circle and influence. This subplot echoed Pickford’s real-life conundrums: to cut her curls or not, to cease playing children or not, to focus on more mature roles or not. And when Pickford did finally cut her hair in 1928, the narrative constructed strongly echoed Fauntleroy’s plot, except that Pickford’s haircut provoked controversy and became a symbol of crisis and failure.

Her only film in 1922 was a remake of her 1914 blockbuster Tess of the Storm Country. The film garnered positive reviews and good box office receipts. It was a safe and canny choice for a struggling United Artists as well as the wider industry, beset with scandal and crisis. But Pickford wanted new challenges, ideas, and projects. She decided to seek out a director who could helm a decidedly adult project and help navigate this challenging transitional period to a more mature star persona and onscreen characterizations. This personal artistic transition was complicated by the financial pressure she, like the other UA founders, was under to sustain their company. She turned to German émigré director Ernst Lubitsch.

Hollywood in the 1920s began to recruit European talent from in front of and behind the camera to maintain its global advantage. In the post–World War I period, German cinema emerged as a creative and economic powerhouse, second only to the United States in terms of marketplace penetration and creative innovation. Lubitsch’s work on epic historical dramas caught the eye of many in Hollywood. The continuing vociferousness of anti-German sentiment in the wake of World War I cut Lubitsch’s first working trip to the United States short, and he reconsidered immigrating and working in the United States. However, Pickford came calling, and Lubitsch responded to Hollywood’s First Lady. Here was a meeting of two great creative forces who would find themselves often at odds. They struggled to settle on a script; after a few tries, they began shooting Rosita (1923), based on a Spanish opera. Pickford played the title character, an impoverished Spanish street singer who ends up in a love triangle with the Spanish king and one of his noblemen.

Rosita is among Pickford’s finest films. It received much critical praise, especially for Pickford’s onscreen maturation. But years later, although she acknowledged Lubitsch to be a “genius,” she declared Rosita to be “the worst picture—bar none—that I ever made.”10 Why this hyperbolic and fundamentally inaccurate assessment by Pickford? Filming with Lubitsch was a struggle. He demanded control of the set. Pickford had long collaborated with and oftentimes directed her directors. She found it hard to relinquish control. And when Lubitsch grew too recalcitrant, Pickford could and sometimes did use her power as producer and distributor to settle the dispute. She never forgot and often recounted her conflicts with directors like Lubitsch and Griffith. Such was the cost of doing battle in early Hollywood as a powerful woman. Another reason for her retrospective scorn: although Rosita got rave reviews, its box office receipts were modest. Pickford was accustomed to mass success; UA also desperately needed the revenue. Despite the problems, Pickford signed Lubitsch to a three-film contract after Rosita. She knew this was a promising collaboration—but it was not to continue. The contract was voided because of UA’s continuing financial problems and the ongoing power struggle between Pickford and Lubitsch.

By 1924, United Artists was in serious trouble; none of the partners had the skills and time to produce content for and run a studio. Pickford and Fairbanks tried mightily but were first and foremost performers and producers so had limited time and expertise for all the work required of studio heads. As for the other founding partners, Chaplin’s primary focus was always his creative output, and he mostly left the work of running UA to the others, except for consistently obstructing major changes and divisions. Pickford was irked by this contrariness, though Fairbanks was there to manage conflict between his wife and friend. Griffith’s career was in decline as he struggled with ongoing creative disappointments and serious financial concerns. In stepped Adolph Zukor, who was following closely the fate of United Artists and his wayward former employees. He offered to make UA a subsidiary of Famous Players–Lasky, with its fully vertically integrated and vast infrastructure for production, distribution, and exhibition. The troubled Griffith accepted Zukor’s offer. Pickford and the other partners did not.

Instead, they turned to producer Joseph Schenck, who became the new fourth partner and also served as CEO. Finally, UA had a leader with the requisite skills, vision, and time to run a studio, from attracting new talent and product to ensuring appropriate distribution and publicity. Schenck brought considerable experience in entertainment administration from long years of working with his brother Nicholas at Loew’s Inc., one of the nation’s largest theatrical exhibition companies, and then in his successful career as an independent producer. The same year that Joseph Schenck joined UA, Nicholas oversaw the merger of Loew’s–Metro, Goldwyn Pictures Corporation, and Louis B. Mayer Productions. The result was the formation of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, which would quickly become the most powerful and prestigious Hollywood studio. At UA, Schenck brought onboard an impressive roster of stars and films, including his wife, actress Norma Talmadge, her actress sister Constance, his brother-in-law and comedian Buster Keaton, actor Rudolph Valentino, and actress-producer Gloria Swanson. Swanson was the only other woman to serve as a UA partner, which she did from 1925 to 1933. She never became a full partner, and her producing career came to an end when she sold her UA stock to help address her financial instability.

In 1925, Schenck proposed a merger with MGM that would have provided UA with much-needed capital as well as access to the national Loew’s theater chain. At this juncture, the fledgling MGM needed the credibility and prestige that UA could provide in the form of its storied partners. Chaplin adamantly opposed this move. Pickford and Fairbanks grudgingly sided with him. The partners operated on a consensus model, and Chaplin would not be swayed; he feared the colossus that a United Artists–MGM would become and the resulting loss of creative control. Chaplin did agree to the formation of a small consortium of UA theaters in major cities like New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Detroit. A new United Artists–affiliated theater was Sidney Grauman’s Chinese Theater in Hollywood; the practice of leaving handprints and footprints in the cement courtyard of this theater was inaugurated by UA stars Pickford, Fairbanks, and the Talmadge sisters. Griffith would return to the UA fold in 1927. That same year producer Samuel Goldwyn—who had opted to be bought out in the 1924 merger that created MGM—was made a full partner at UA. The corporate landscape of 1920s Hollywood was volatile and ever shifting. With UA in Schenck’s capable hands, Pickford was free to devote her time and attention to her own films.

First up for Pickford was the historical costume epic Dorothy Vernon of Haddon Hall (1924). Lubitsch had rejected this project in favor of Rosita, and Pickford wanted to revisit it. To do so, she reteamed with director Marshall Neilan. Pickford and Neilan (along with screenwriter Frances Marion) had a remarkable creative run in 1917–1918 at Famous Players; together they created some of Pickford’s most important roles and films including The Poor Little Rich Girl, Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, and Stella Maris. After her conflict with Lubitsch, Pickford turned to someone familiar with whom she had a harmonious working relationship. She and Neilan had once collaborated very successfully, but he had become increasingly unreliable and incapacitated as a result of a severe drinking problem. He often failed to show up for work, and, when he did, he was often ineffective. In his absence, Pickford directed. The result was an uneven film that was part historical costume epic, part comedic melodrama. Like Rosita, Dorothy was a fully adult Pickford protagonist and yet another attempt to move beyond the “Little Mary” persona. Her struggle to evolve artistically would continue.

Dorothy also featured Pickford’s sister, Lottie, in a small role as well as Lottie’s new husband, Allan Forrest, as the male lead. After making more than seventy shorts from 1909 to 1913, Lottie made only ten feature films from 1914 to 1925, at which point her film career came to an end. Lottie had divorced her first husband and her daughter’s father in 1920. In 1922, Lottie married actor Allan Forrest in an elaborate ceremony paid for by Mary. Mary and Charlotte continued to try to provide Lottie with personal and professional stability. By this time, Charlotte and Mary had assumed full custody and care of Lottie’s daughter, who would come to be known as Gwynne. Indeed, Mary treated Gwynne like her own child, and they remained close for the duration of her life. But peace, stability, and success continued to elude Lottie. As for Jack, his drug and alcohol abuse persisted in the wake of his wife Olive’s tragic death. Mary attempted to distract him in 1921 with codirecting duties on two of her films, Through the Back Door and Little Lord Fauntleroy, to no avail. He would marry and divorce twice more with his second and third wives (Marilyn Miller and Mary Mulhern) also hailing—like Olive—from the Ziegfeld Follies.

The mixed results of Rosita and Dorothy—films that featured Pickford in European period melodramas with decidedly adult protagonists and themes—led Pickford back to her comfort zone in terms of genre. She (and her studio) needed a commercial success and found it in Little Annie Rooney (1925). Pickford starred as Annie, the young, urban, working-class daughter of a police officer whose love interest, Joe, is mistakenly believed to have killed her father. The upwardly mobile and spirited Annie saves the day and Joe’s life. Justice prevails. Pickford followed this with 1926’s Sparrows, a well-done and affecting Southern gothic thriller in which Pickford played Molly, the leader of a group of long-mistreated orphans who escape from their swampy home. This melodrama, like so many of Pickford’s films as well as her personal narrative, underscored the problems faced by the dispossessed in an industrializing America.

Of the UA partners, Fairbanks was the most prolific and successful in the first half of the 1920s. He quickly produced three films for UA in 1919 and 1920. Just as his wife personified the self-made American woman, Fairbanks personified a version of the self-made man through the “strenuous life.” His early film protagonists worked to reconcile themselves (and thus the audience) to the rise of industrial capitalism and its perceived “crisis of American masculinity.” They struggled to transcend the banality of office work, to achieve upward mobility, to avoid being unmanned by inherited privilege and wealth. Fairbanks’s fourth UA film (and thirtieth film overall) The Mark of Zorro (1920) proved to be a landmark in his career. With this movie, Fairbanks embraced and popularized the action-adventure genre of historical, costume swashbucklers. In the figure of the costumed adventurer, Fairbanks combined his gift for comedy, his charisma, and his athletic skill and grace in a modern action hero who rescued the distressed damsel and saw justice served. These films featured beautifully choreographed action scenes, including chases, duels, and escapes. Fairbanks had found his niche to great popular and critical success: of the thirteen films he made over the rest of his career, ten were period action-adventure films. In films such as The Three Musketeers (1921), Robin Hood (1922), The Thief of Baghdad (1924), and The Black Pirate (1926), Fairbanks’s heroes ranged across time and region, but all possessed balletic grace and great strength, often a secret identity, distinctive costuming, charm to spare, a sense of humor, and a right to wrong. Fairbanks indelibly shaped the persona of the action-adventure hero as an often self-made man who fought for social justice.

Life with Fairbanks significantly altered the once-brutal pace of Pickford’s workdays. Their commitment to togetherness meant a more balanced life with dinner at home. Dinner at Pickfair was often a social event, with a varied cast of characters: industry figures, athletes, visiting European aristocrats, and others Fairbanks came across in the course of his daily life. Pickford accepted the responsibility of her new position as the First Lady of Hollywood, and the duties and expectations only grew and filled her schedule. Charity events, industry events—all these took up an increasing amount of her time. And ever more time was devoted to travel. Until her marriage to Fairbanks, Pickford’s travels had been very limited—some location shooting and promotional work. Their travels together were extensive; they saw the world on junkets that combined the personal and professional—a line that was always blurred in their relationship. From 1920 to 1929, they took seven extended trips around the globe, from Europe to Africa to the Middle East to Asia. In so doing, they consciously acted as ambassadors for United Artists, for the wider US film industry, and for the nation itself. Their 1920 European honeymoon, for example, doubled as a business trip to secure foreign distribution deals for UA. A 1924 international excursion began with a visit to Toronto: Pickford’s hometown celebrated its famous daughter. In 1926, Pickford and Fairbanks memorably visited the Soviet Union. Marushka, as she was known to her Soviet fans, and her husband attracted huge crowds wherever they went. Pickford and Fairbanks were great admirers of the work of Russian director Sergei Eisenstein, whose epic Battleship Potemkin (1925) they had recently seen. They met with him and others in the Soviet film industry and underscored the dramatic growth of a global cinematic community. Footage shot during Pickford and Fairbanks’s 1926 trip was incorporated into the Soviet film Potseluy Meri Pickford (The Kiss of Mary Pickford [1927]). The film featured Russian silent film star Igor Ilyinsky as Gogo, a film usher, whose love for Dusya, an actress, is unrequited. Dusya is obsessed with Douglas Fairbanks and other Hollywood stars. When Mary Pickford kisses Gogo, his life and romantic prospects change dramatically. Suddenly he is pursued by many women and ultimately wins Dusya’s heart after his brush with fame. This comic meditation on the meanings and madness of film stardom lampooned the public and media frenzy that enveloped Pickford and Fairbanks.

The US and international press avidly covered their travels. Upon their return from a mid-1928 European vacation, for example, Pickford’s problems with customs duties made headlines. The customs problem offered an opportunity for exploration of her wealth, conspicuous consumption, and lavish lifestyle. Her travel itinerary was listed—“London, Paris, Rome, and the Riviera”—as was her extraordinary amount of luggage: thirty-two pieces in total. Much of this baggage was stuffed with new purchases. Twelve pieces of her luggage were being held by customs, pending an assessment of her declared goods. Her declared value of the “perfumes, atomizers, gowns, suits, and other wearing apparel” was more than $2,000 less than customs officials estimated such luxury items to be worth. Reports were quick to indicate that “she had declared everything she brought in and had not attempted to evade payment in any way.” The problem was that “Paris shops were anxious to give her bargains on account of the publicity value of her patronage.”11 Her custom duties were revised, and Pickford quickly paid. This incident underscored the fundamental tension in her public persona: she was respectable and dutiful Little Mary who followed the rules, but she was also a woman of vast power and resources with great privilege.

And the industry that had accorded her such advantages was now understood to be one of the largest in the nation, attracting immense amounts of invested capital—an estimated $850 million by the end of the decade—and dominating the global box office at 80 percent. The so-called classical Hollywood studio system was in place by the mid- to late 1920s; it consisted of the “Big Five” major studios—Fox, MGM, Paramount, RKO, and Warner Brothers—as well as the “Little Three” studios—Columbia, United Artists, and Universal. The Little Three may have lacked the fully integrated resources of the Big Five to control production, distribution, and exhibition, but they were nonetheless important players in the industry. That UA had survived and even thrived despite always operating on a thin margin was due in no small part to the hard work and dedication of Pickford and Fairbanks.

Professionally, 1927 would be a very successful year for them: each released well-received films, and they helped to found the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. AMPAS was created to manage labor relations and promote the industry at home and abroad. At the same time, Pickford and Fairbanks were struggling with the loss and illness of family members, the passage of time, and the advent of sound in film, which was about to profoundly change the industry. Together they had embraced and weathered many changes in the industry they loved; the transition to sound combined with the aging process would test their mettle like never before.
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Weathering Personal, Industrial, and Economic Crises, 1927–1936

By the mid- to late 1920s, the film industry was regularly touted as one of the top ten most lucrative industries in the nation. Against the backdrop of the global economic crisis of the Great Depression at the end of the decade, the transition to sound film was well under way. This development created considerable challenges for the industry, from re-equipping theaters for sound to the development of new acting styles. Pickford, Fairbanks, and many other film industry personnel struggled to adapt to the new art of sound film. At the same time, Pickford struggled to readjust her girlish persona as she lost her mother and her brother, cut her hair, dealt with a marriage in crisis, and tried to transition into wholly adult roles. She embraced the role of industry pioneer and was in the forefront of philanthropic efforts to honor, archive, and preserve Hollywood’s past and present. She also looked to a future focused on more production work, recognizing, for example, the value of Walt Disney’s animation.

In less than three decades, the US film industry had become an economic and cultural powerhouse with global reach. In 1922, average weekly movie theater attendance was 40 million. By 1928, it had doubled to 80 million: the equivalent of two-thirds of the US public were going to the movies every week. At this propitious moment, industry leaders—Pickford included—decided to form a new organization to promote their products and proclaim their place amongst the world’s most important art forms. In March 1927, executives, drawn principally from the Big Five and Little Three studios, founded AMPAS. Pickford and Fairbanks numbered among these leaders—Pickford was notably the only female founder.

Fairbanks would serve as the group’s first president from 1927 to 1929. Pickford was a vocal supporter of the creation of an AMPAS library and archive to promote film study and preservation; today AMPAS’s Pickford Center for Motion Picture Study in Los Angeles serves as testament to her prescience. In 1929, Fairbanks served as one of the founding faculty members at the University of Southern California’s School of Cinematic Arts, one of the first and leading film schools in the nation. AMPAS created the Academy Awards to honor industry excellence also in 1929, a ceremony that quickly captured the attention of the public and the media. But AMPAS was also created to undermine the considerable union activity happening throughout the industry. The Academy aimed to serve as a company union and did so relatively successfully until the mid-1930s when the Screen Actors Guild and other independent unions were organized. At this juncture, AMPAS turned its focus to recognizing excellence in film, celebrating its future as well as preserving its past.

The Academy and its leaders were deeply invested in underscoring the significance and legitimacy of film as a world-class art form. Only twenty-some years earlier, film had burst forth into the public consciousness as Nickel Madness and was understood as a largely urban, poor and working-class, immigrant pastime in the nation’s nickelodeons. Theatrical personnel only grudgingly and with some misgivings began working in moving pictures, including America’s Sweetheart. But they quickly found a new home and a new calling. At the Academy’s first banquet in May 1927, its new president Fairbanks spoke, as did Pickford. She spoke of the importance of educating and uplifting audiences and preserving film and its history and shaping its legacy.

Unlike many in the industry, Pickford always had an eye not just to her next film but also to the future and how film would be remembered and preserved. She was already concerned about and sometimes embarrassed by the quality of her early Biograph shorts, done quickly and cheaply. In this period, she began to try to secure the rights to all of her films, that is, those that she had not produced and so did not already possess the rights. She did so for preservation purposes and also to control their distribution and availability. Although in some ways a visionary about the film industry and its future, her forward thinking was undercut by her ego and vanity. But her concerns about her earliest films were not simply about vanity. Pickford—like other actresses, then and now—would find fewer meaningful roles as she aged and would always be judged more harshly for getting and looking older. The result for female performers was an extreme emphasis on youthfulness. But then critics and observers would mock attempts to hold back the hands of time. These pressures—combined with the transition to sound and then color—eventually led Pickford to restrict access to her films and even consider destroying her body of work. What Pickford recognized, as sound came to film in the late 1920s, was that silent film was a distinct and separate art form that should be judged on its own terms and its own merits. Sadly, for a long time, that would not be the case. Instead, silent film and its stars were often mocked and dismissed as relics of an earlier age.

As the industry matured and gained cultural, political, and economic clout, most of the women who had found great professional success and fulfillment in writing, directing, and producing in the early years increasingly found themselves marginalized, unable to gain a foothold, or out of work. Acting, screenwriting, makeup, costume design, publicity, and low-level secretarial work were largely what remained—with some exceptions, including Pickford. For Pickford, the situation was different because she was the only female owner-executive at one of the leading studios. This powerful position made her the only female AMPAS founder and guaranteed her job security while other women struggled. Notably, screenwriter and Pickford intimate Frances Marion was able to sustain her screenwriting career even as other female screenwriters lost ground. Marion had an already distinguished career—and in Pickford she had a friend and former mentor in high places.

Even as her philanthropic and civic workload increased at AMPAS and elsewhere, Pickford continued to make films. My Best Girl (1927) teamed Pickford with musician and actor Charles “Buddy” Rogers in an underappreciated romantic comedy in which Pickford’s shop girl falls for Rogers’s scion of the discount retail empire passing as a stock clerk. This well-received film premiered at and opened the United Artists Theater in downtown Los Angeles, an elaborate Spanish Gothic edifice built by UA to showcase their films. Most notably, the theater boasted a Renaissance-style mural featuring Chaplin, Fairbanks, and Pickford and her curls perched on a cloud in all their glory.1 Rogers, who was twelve years younger than Pickford, was smitten with his costar. She enjoyed the flirtation; in time and with the unraveling of her marriage to Fairbanks, their relationship would grow more serious.

As for the rest of the Pickfords, Lottie and Jack were both struggling in their second marriages. In 1927, Lottie divorced Allan Forrest and Jack divorced his long-estranged dancer wife Marilyn Miller. Lottie made headlines in late 1928 when she and her then-boyfriend and actor Jack Daugherty were allegedly beaten and robbed by a gang in the Hollywood Hills. In 1929, a floundering Lottie married for the third time to Michigan funeral director Russel O. Gillard. As for Charlotte, she was diagnosed with breast cancer in late 1925. She refused surgery and sought alternative treatments at home and abroad. Charlotte would battle her illness for more than two years; after completing My Best Girl in 1927, Pickford stepped away from the whirlwind of work and travel to tend to an ailing Charlotte.

Baptized in both the Methodist and Catholic churches as a child to appease her grandmothers and bridge a religious divide in her family, Pickford did not have a particularly devout family. She identified primarily as Catholic, which was Charlotte’s faith. When her mother grew ill, Mary sought spiritual guidance and comfort. The Catholic Church, however, opposed women’s suffrage and divorce: Pickford’s two marriages outside the church and her divorce meant that she could not fully participate in church life. She felt alienated and turned elsewhere.

At this time, she seems to have begun to embrace the tenets of Christian Science. Mary Baker Eddy founded this liberal Protestant church in 1879 with an emphasis on the centrality of spiritual healing, study, and prayer. This faith emphasized self-denial and self-empowerment—a theology that appealed to the self-made Pickford. It also promoted relatively egalitarian gender roles and offered acceptance and sanctuary for powerful women uncomfortable with the patriarchal frame of many religious groups. Director King Vidor made Christian Science–themed films in the late 1910s and early 1920s. Director Cecil B. DeMille and actors Jean Harlow and Ginger Rogers were some other high-profile adherents. By the mid-1920s, there was a thriving community of Christian Scientists in the film industry, many drawn to the faith because of its progressive attitude toward women, including Pickford’s friend and colleague Adela Rogers St. Johns. Journalist and screenwriter St. Johns had become someone to whom Pickford turned to in times of crisis: they first met through their mutual friend Frances Marion when Pickford sought her advice about divorcing Owen Moore and marrying Douglas Fairbanks in 1920. She turned to St. Johns again when her mother was ill, given their shared faith. St. Johns provided private, personal support, and they also collaborated professionally. She authored several important Pickford profiles for Photoplay, including September 1928’s “Why Mary Pickford Bobbed Her Hair.” In 1934, they would collaborate on a best-selling Christian Science–themed self-help tract Why Not Try God.

As Pickford dealt with her ailing mother, Fairbanks faced the death of his older brother John in November 1926. John had served as Doug’s general manager and head of production. John was also an important paternal figure for Doug, who barely remembered his own father. Fairbanks deeply mourned his loss and grew tormented as he faced his own mortality; his response was more work and more travel. But Pickford grew weary of the world tours, especially given her mother’s ongoing health crisis. She also had reason to question his fidelity.

In early November 1927, Mary and Charlotte retreated to Mary’s Santa Monica beach house. They spent Charlotte’s last months together. Charlotte died on March 21, 1928, at the age of fifty-five. Pickford was devastated. She had a complex and intense relationship with her mother: they were mother and daughter, coheads of the household, industry pioneers, and business partners. Together they had tried to save Lottie and Jack from their addictions. Lottie’s daughter Gwynne moved from Charlotte’s house to Pickfair after her grandmother’s death. Mary assumed custody of the thirteen-year-old girl but was not yet ready to be a full-time mother. Shortly thereafter, Gwynne was sent to a Swiss boarding school and lived with her aunt and uncle on school holidays.

Three months after her mother’s death, a thirty-six-year-old Mary Pickford cut her hair. The loss of her mother was a tragedy but it also freed Pickford to stop playing the child, a role she had long performed both onscreen and off. Her close relationship with her mother had been an intrinsic feature of her star persona, but it was also a trap as Pickford grew older. When Charlotte died, her daughter needed a change and had a new kind of freedom. Cutting her famous curls marked her final transition to adulthood though she had, from childhood, assumed adult responsibilities.

The haircut was a brilliant business move, a declaration of independence by a now-motherless woman, a carefully staged publicity event. For this haircut heard ’round the world was not an impulsive decision but rather a calculated professional and personal move. The response was thunderous and conflicted. In early May 1928, Pickford and Fairbanks left on a six-week European sojourn, no doubt meant as a respite from their recent losses. Another reminder of the passage of time was the state of their careers, as both were struggling to remain relevant in an industry in which longevity was rare. Indeed, Pickford had already accomplished the remarkable feat of maintaining her superstar status for more than a decade and a half.

Upon their return to New York, Pickford had her curls cut off. The news was released two days later. Pickford announced to the world, “Well, they’re gone and I’m glad. . . . I’m not going to play little-girls parts any more; I’m going to be grown up.”2 She and Fairbanks embarked on a cross-country train trip back home to Los Angeles just as a brief statement (with no photo) was released. This timing meant the press was frenzied upon their arrival on the West Coast to secure more information and some all-important images. The resulting avalanche of photos, articles, and interviews put Pickford squarely back in the spotlight. Her last film had been My Best Girl, released in October 1927. She had no film slated for release in 1928. And any future pictures would be in sound. The advent of sound film, or “talkies,” combined with her age put an end to her ability to convincingly play a child. Pickford, ever the clever strategist, played this brilliantly. She was at a major turning point in her career. She owned the change and made it major news.

The successful and much-buzzed about release of The Jazz Singer in December 1927 put Pickford and the rest of the industry on notice that sound was here to stay and was the future of film. The studios had long been dabbling in sound technology, but the obstacles and objections were considerable, as would be the cost of conversion to sound in studios and theaters. Many resisted and considered it a fad that would pass, including MGM’s fabled production chief Irving Thalberg. Indeed, the transition to sound would be costly and disruptive in many ways.

Nearly every aspect of film production had to be transformed to accommodate sound. The often noisy and ongoing direction as well as musical accompaniment for ambiance and other business common on the silent-film sound stage as the cameras rolled would be no more. Motion-picture cameras were very loud and needed to be reconfigured and housed in soundproof units. Theaters needed to install sound systems. Scenarios, with their basic outlines of the plot and characters with minimal dialogue and an emphasis on stage directions, became screenplays that contained many pages of dialogue, alongside stage directions.

Actors had to learn a new craft; silent screen performing required very different techniques—perfect elocution being the least of their worries. Dialogue coaches worked to eliminate or modulate performers’ regional and foreign accents in favor of the Mid-Atlantic English accent—a comingling of American English and British English used to signal high socioeconomic status—which predominated in early sound film. Pages of dialogue and stage directions had to be memorized. A new, more naturalistic technique was required that also brought actors in the vicinity of onstage microphones. But this process and the real differences between silent and sound performance have been obscured by a focus on dialect. Even landmark Hollywood films about the transition from silent to sound film like Singin’ in the Rain (1952) and The Artist (2011) have oversimplified the reasons some performers survived the transition and others did not. These films suggest that a Brooklyn or French accent, respectively, was the primary problem, but most regional and international accents could be modulated or eliminated by a good dialogue coach. The shift from silent film to the talkies was a shift from one art form to another; for many artists, especially those who had grown up with the earlier art form and helped to shape it like Pickford, the transition was wrenching and difficult. Pickford was also in her mid- to late thirties at this time, an age when many actresses found fewer roles and often failed to make a successful transition from the ingénue to mature leading lady. But Pickford persevered.

Even in the midst of this turmoil, things were looking up for United Artists. In 1928 under the able stewardship of Joseph Schenck, United Artists posted a profit of $1.6 million—its largest to date. Relieved of UA stress, Pickford could focus on her next film project. For her first sound film, Pickford chose a promising vehicle: the film adaptation of a stage hit, Coquette (1929). Pickford’s sets had long been known as generally peaceful and happy workplaces, filled with longtime collaborators and highly skilled and talented personnel. Although longtime rival Gloria Swanson never missed an opportunity to take a dig at Pickford, most of those who knew and worked with Pickford remembered her professionalism and basic decency. Such goodwill was even more remarkable given Pickford’s power and prestige. Although some might call her a prude or parsimonious or wince at increasingly awkward attempts to project a youthful façade, they also remarked on her integrity and thoughtfulness as an employer.

Coquette would be a different kind of set. Cinematographer Charles Rosher went to work on Coquette just as he had on every Pickford film since How Could You, Jean? in 1918. He had perfected the use of lights and filters that were a key to making Pickford’s performances—especially as young girls—credible. But Rosher, like Pickford, was struggling with the new demands of the talkies. In the midst of filming Coquette, Pickford abruptly fired Rosher, a difficult decision given that he was, as she remembered, a “highly sensitive artist and conscientious craftsman . . . [and] loyal to a fault.”3 But she was determined to break with the past and give a fully adult performance. Rosher was part of her past as a silent film ingénue. At the time, she felt driven—by desperation, ambition, sorrow—to find colleagues who could help her realize a new screen identity as a fully adult star.

This melodrama opened to generally positive reviews. Although not Pickford’s finest work, the film did signal a permanent shift to adult roles. She did a capable job in a film that suffered from the lack of a mix of humor and pathos that was her forte. The film also suffered from Pickford’s decision to alter the ending. Coquette tells the story of Norma Besant, an irrepressible and headstrong Southern belle, who plays the field with glee until she falls in love with an entirely unsuitable man in terms of class, status, and temperament, at least according to her doctor father. Instead of finding herself pregnant and unmarried and opting to commit suicide, as in the play’s denouement, Pickford’s Norma loses her lover and father in a murder-suicide and is left bereft but alive. Pickford altered Coquette’s ending to make the film more palatable to a mass audience accustomed to happy endings in her films. The compromise failed; the ending was still tragic and unsettling to the average Pickford fan. And Pickford’s detractors charged that the ending was not tragic enough and that Little Mary was still pandering.

Nonetheless, reviews were generally positive. And Pickford, as an AMPAS founder, was determined to secure one of its new Academy Awards for best actress and made no secret of her desire. In 1930, Pickford won as best actress for Coquette (1929) at the Second Annual Academy Awards ceremony, the first to be broadcast (via radio). In truth, Pickford’s win was less for the particular role—not her finest—but in recognition of her body of work and importance to the industry.

As one of the screen’s longtime leading ladies, Pickford increasingly found herself the topic of articles that wondered from when and where the “next Pickford” would spring. Both Pickford and Fairbanks worried about the advent of sound, their ages, and the competition. The solution: finally combine their star power and costar in a feature. While they had appeared in bit parts in each other’s films, in 1929, they made their feature film debut in Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew. It was a brilliant tactical move: America’s favorite swashbuckler and America’s Sweetheart starring in a prestige project that traded on their real-life married status and renown. The sharp-tongued and willful Kate provided a grown-up, more mature version of Pickford’s iconic spitfire persona. The dashing trickster Petruchio worked as a variation on Fairbanks’s action-adventure heroes. Brilliantly conceived, Taming seemed to have all the makings of another blockbuster. Instead, it received tepid reviews and made an only modest profit.

Accounts of this production varied wildly, from Pickford’s assessment that it was a disaster to others who claimed it was a serene and uneventful shoot. The truth lies somewhere between these extremes. Film sets in the transition to sound were generally more stress filled and anxiety ridden, as everybody struggled to adapt to major changes: learning lines and shooting from a screenplay, adjusting cinematography on a set wired for sound, maintaining absolute silence with no more music and much less horseplay on set—a shift that was particularly difficult for the gregarious Fairbanks. Taming was Fairbanks’s first sound film, so he had much to learn and was uneasy. Pickford, who had already completed her first sound film with Coquette, continued to worry about her diction; in addition, she was concerned about her facility with Shakespeare’s verse so worked with a dialogue coach to master iambic pentameter.

Pickford and Fairbanks also ran sets very differently. She was structured, disciplined, and worked efficiently and doggedly, a perfectionist who did as many takes as required. Fairbanks preferred a more spontaneous and lighthearted environment, with practical jokes, stunts, and early wrap times. For this film, Pickford and Fairbanks’s production companies collaborated for the first—and only—time and worked in an uneasy partnership; each organization had fiercely loyal employees who did not perceive a synchronicity of interests. As a result, the production did not always run smoothly. Some sources suggest that director Sam Taylor favored Pickford, although others suggest that he prioritized Fairbanks. Fundamentally, Taylor found himself in an untenable position trying to appease and direct two industry powerhouses and legends, both accustomed to running the set.

Some argued that the film’s box office receipts suffered because it was released on Friday, October 26, 1929, the day after Black Thursday, when the stock market began a collapse that plunged the nation and then the world into the Great Depression. But nobody knew that the Great Depression was beginning in that moment, and the US film industry did not begin to suffer box-office erosion or serious economic consequences until the early 1930s. The reality was that a decade earlier, a Pickford-Fairbanks coproduction would have made a much bigger splash. In many ways, The Taming of the Shrew was an apt collaboration for Pickford and Fairbanks at this stage in their lives, marriage, and careers. This farcical battle of the sexes mirrored the offscreen troubles that had beset the storied couple. The loss of close family members coincided with professional travails. Once Pickford and Fairbanks had rarely spent a night apart; that had changed. The ever-restless Fairbanks began to travel without Pickford, and the distance—both physical and emotional—between them grew.

Another manifestation of their personal and professional woes was the emergence of a new young couple who crowded their spotlight. When Doug left his wife Beth for Mary, Beth maintained primary custody of their young son, Doug Jr. Beth always encouraged him to embrace his stepmother; Mary in turn was delighted by her stepson. Doug was an indifferent and frequently absent father, though Beth and Mary tried to compensate and to encourage the father-son bond. Indeed, Mary developed a warm and lasting relationship with her stepson; he would be one of a handful of people she would remain in contact with in her final, reclusive years. Doug Jr. became an actor, a fact that did not please his vain father; a son in the public eye was a constant reminder of his advancing age and a challenge to his virility. Doug Jr. signed a contract with Zukor at Famous Players–Lasky in 1923 when he was only thirteen years old, but his early career was undistinguished. In October 1928, Doug Jr. became engaged to actress Joan Crawford, the same month that MGM released her breakthrough film Our Dancing Daughters. In it, Crawford starred as a Jazz Age, kindhearted, dance-mad, upwardly mobile flapper and came to personify a new kind of Hollywood ingénue. In June 1929, the duo married despite the marked lack of enthusiasm shown by the groom’s father and stepmother.

Pickford and Fairbanks famously disapproved of the relationship, an attitude shared by many in the industry who considered Joan nothing more than “a little ex-chorus girl with a pair of swell legs.”4 Pickford and Fairbanks had their reservations and their snobbery. Pickford’s struggles were long in the past; she had lived as Hollywood royalty for nearly twenty years and was not initially welcoming to an up-and-coming actress who had the youth and the future that she sorely lacked. The newlyweds were not invited to any formal events at Pickfair until March 1930, more than three years after the relationship had begun, a clear sign of tension and disapproval. Fairbanks was only nineteen when he wed. His bride was in her early twenties, with a well-documented, tormented past and a complicated sexual history. Incorporated into her star persona were her various male mentors and the centrality of sexual favors in this female performer’s career. When first signed at MGM, she served as a “hostess” at company functions, which sometimes included sex work. Yet, like Pickford, Crawford was self-made, overcoming an impoverished childhood with an absent father. So why was Crawford’s past perceived as a problem?

Both actresses’ difficult pasts were a key component of their star personas, but they had very different personas constructed at very different moments in the industry’s history. Like Pickford, Crawford worked her way out of poverty. Unlike Pickford, Crawford’s mother was exhausted, indifferent, and never supported her daughter’s career or her ambitions. Crawford was truly on her own and was candid about her sexual vulnerability. In the mid- to late 1920s, Crawford emerged as part of a cohort of rising young female stars, like Clara Bow and Colleen Moore, who played the archetypal flapper of good character and difficult circumstances; these protagonists—and the women who played them—were presented as independent and sexually sophisticated and experienced. As such, they were quite different from the virginal, if spunky, ingénues played by Pickford and Lillian Gish and popular female stars of the 1910s. Though America’s Sweetheart had played many female characters who transgressed gender and sexual norms, her essential persona was that of the good girl who obeyed her mother and kept the boys at bay. And in her role as Hollywood’s First Lady, the “good girl” persona would harden and turn into something of a trap and creative straitjacket.

As Pickford and Fairbanks struggled to interact with this young couple, an emerging Hollywood press corps seized upon and exaggerated the conflict. Here was a compelling and powerful narrative: Doug Jr. and Joan were cast as Romeo and Juliet and as filmland’s royal family, second edition. As one film fan magazine journalist provocatively asked, so “an ex-chorus girl thinks herself capable of entertaining royalty, being the charming mistress of a well-appointed home, and otherwise conducting herself as befits the second generation of a royal family?”5 Time and again, the generational conflict was highlighted. And, for Pickford, it only underscored her growing discontent personally and professionally.

After wrapping The Taming of the Shrew in 1929, Pickford and Fairbanks set out on what proved to be their last international tour together. The purpose of the trip was to visit Pickford’s niece, Gwynne, at her Swiss boarding school. From there, they traveled on to Greece, Egypt, China, Japan, Hawaii, San Francisco, and then back home to Los Angeles. Fairbanks had a new favorite hobby: golf. And he wanted to play on all the world’s great golf courses. More than ever, he needed the travel, the crowds, and the nonstop activity. Pickford grew weary of the tumult. She had always had less of a need for the public adulation, which she sometimes embraced and sometimes shrank from. Fairbanks was always energized by it.

And he translated his passion for travel onto the screen and page. He drafted a book, Our Trip Around the World, based upon their travels, which went unpublished. Promotional and private films were generated around Fairbanks and Pickford’s travels, including Holiday in Mexico (1929), which featured the couple golfing at a Mexican resort. Several private films, not meant for public consumption, also recorded their travels, including Doug and Mary in Tokyo, Leaving for Europe, and Trip Around the World. In 1931, his entourage did not include Pickford when he produced and narrated a travelogue, Around the World with Douglas Fairbanks (1931). His 1932 film Mr. Robinson Crusoe was filmed largely on location, thereby allowing him to combine his love of travel and film. But travel seemed to be outstripping film as his primary preoccupation.

At home in Los Angeles, Pickford was determined to move forward with sound film. For her next film, Forever Yours, she hired back Marshall Neilan, the director with whom she had had some of her greatest successes, including A Little Princess (1917) and Stella Maris (1918). This time, their collaboration failed miserably. Neilan’s fortunes had dwindled, he was working in a much-changed medium, and his drinking was now out of control. Pickford reviewed some early footage and was deeply dissatisfied. She shut the film down. Yet she remained determined to find her stride in talkies—even if it meant relinquishing the role of producer.

Since the 1916 formation of Mary Pickford Productions under Zukor, Pickford had produced her own films. But for her next film, Kiki (1931), she went to work as a salaried, if well-compensated, employee for her United Artists partner Joseph Schenck. Like Coquette and Taming, Kiki was an adult role. Kiki is an opportunistic French chorus girl who schemes and possibly sleeps her way to the top. Pickford could not quite deliver on her character’s sexual adventurousness, though she did deliver some scenes of her usual comic brilliance.

Even at their best, Pickford and Fairbanks had always been jealous and suspicious of the other—not surprisingly because their relationship began as an extended extramarital dalliance. Although there were rumors as early as 1922, it was not until 1927 that he began to regularly have casual affairs. Casual became serious when he met the twenty-six-year-old Lady Sylvia Ashley in London in the spring of 1931. In response, Pickford turned to Buddy Rogers.

In the midst of Pickford’s marital strife, her brother divorced his third wife, Ziegfeld dancer Mary Mulhern, in 1932. In early January 1933, Jack died in Paris at the same hospital in which his first wife, Olive Thomas, had succumbed twelve years before. His premature death at the age of thirty-six due to kidney disease was brought on by chronic alcohol abuse. In the midst of all this heartache, Mary turned to work for some solace. But, by this time, Mary had also begun to turn to alcohol for comfort. Alcoholism plagued her family; her father and brother died prematurely due to the disease. Lottie was in decline, and even Charlotte had secretly imbibed. Like her mother, Mary labored to keep her drinking private, and she was still highly functional. But the disease would take its toll over the years.

By 1933, the industry had been battered by the economic crisis of the Great Depression. Movie theater attendance dropped from 80 million in 1930 to 50 million in 1933 because of the troubled economy and society as well as the inroads of the popular new mass media of radio. Overexpansion in the prosperous 1920s combined with the costs of the conversion to sound as well as falling domestic and international box office meant that, of the Big Five and Little Three studios, Paramount (formerly Famous Players–Lasky) declared bankruptcy, RKO and Universal went into receivership, and Fox had to be reorganized. MGM stayed on top with a modest profit. Columbia, Warner Brothers, and UA managed. UA weathered this financial crisis in large part because Walt Disney had inked a UA distribution deal in 1931 for his animated films that brought in significant profits for the next few years.

The one-two punch of the transition to sound and the start of the Great Depression in the late 1920s and early 1930s threw many out of work. In response to this crisis, Pickford developed the Payroll Pledge Program in 1932 to keep the Motion Picture Relief Fund—the social welfare organization she cofounded in 1921—solvent and responsive to the crisis. Studio employees who earned more than $200 a week had the option of donating one-half of one percent of their weekly earnings to the fund to help less fortunate industry colleagues.

For her next project, Pickford returned to Forever Yours, the production she had shuttered in 1930. She reached out to Frances Marion; she wanted her accomplished friend and former collaborator to rewrite the screenplay. Marion agreed despite her misgivings. Now titled Secrets (1933), the multigenerational saga starred Pickford as Mary Marlowe Carlton, a woman who marries her true love, John Carlton, against her parents’ objections. She follows him west, where they build a life, family, and fortune together. Along the way, John betrays his wife time and again, yet she remains faithful. The film ends with the silver-haired couple having weathered the storms of their lives together and setting off on a second honeymoon. In this film, Pickford ages from a young bride to silver-haired dowager and once again demonstrates her dramatic range. The parallels to her life and marriage to Fairbanks were unmistakable and deliberate, especially to industry insiders who were well aware of their marital problems and Fairbanks’s infidelities. This film was Pickford’s declaration that she could be faithful and she could forgive. Secrets—shot in 1932 and released in 1933—was well reviewed but did not bring in a mass audience. Pickford was discouraged and unable to find her groove playing mature roles in sound film.

In 1932, the Summer Olympics were held in Los Angeles. In 1920s Los Angeles, Pickfair had led the development of a then-rural Beverly Hills in the growing metropolis; the granting of the Olympic Games signified the city’s emergence as a national and international urban center. Pickford redecorated Pickfair especially for the games and the entertaining it would entail. Fairbanks did return home to participate in the pomp and circumstance of the Olympics; Pickford had not consulted with him on the redo, and he was not pleased with the results. Pickfair was the home they had built together, but, as their relationship frayed, Pickford claimed it as her own. After the Olympics, he returned to Europe and to Lady Sylvia Ashley. Pickford and Fairbanks spent two years struggling to reconcile; he would return to Los Angeles, and then Pickford would join him overseas. But Ashley remained a part of Fairbanks’s life, and Pickford’s relationship with Rogers deepened.

Finally Pickford took decisive action. She and Frances Marion had lunch with Louella Parsons, Hearst entertainment reporter and head of the Hollywood press corps, to announce the separation on Pickford’s terms. The result was front-page headlines around the world: “Mary Pickford Reveals Break with Husband Douglas Fairbanks.” The New York Times quoted Pickford in its front-page article: “Pickfair is for sale and . . . a separation between me and Douglas is contemplated.” If they were to split, Pickford was determined to seize control of the narrative and receive sympathetic treatment in the media. As a woman, a second divorce could be far more damaging to Pickford’s reputation. Giving this exclusive news item to Parsons guaranteed Pickford would emerge as the injured party and receive positive coverage. The media noted Fairbanks’s “traveling in recent years . . . without Miss Pickford” as a source of their strife, setting her up as the abandoned and injured party in this marital meltdown.6 No reference was made to Buddy Rogers.

Later Pickford claimed to feel betrayed by both Marion and Parsons. First, she suggested that Marion brought Parsons to the lunch unbeknownst to her. Second, she accused Parsons of failing “to treat the more intimate details as the confidence of a woman in sorrow who needed a friend and not a public advocate.”7 Such claims strain credibility: Parsons was not Pickford’s friend. They moved in similar circles and knew and respected each other as powerful women in Hollywood. Pickford knew exactly what she was doing when she gave this information to Parsons. So why the later subterfuge? She did not want to reveal the extent of her skilled media manipulation; Parsons told this story a bit differently, insisting that Pickford told her to go to print: “Louella, you are an old friend. You may write the story.”8 What Pickford and Parsons both wanted to maintain was the fiction that Hollywood was a community—not an industry—“just like yours,” full of people who were friends, lovers, and enemies and who experienced love and joy and betrayal.

Pickford filed for divorce in December 1933; it would not be finalized until January 1936. Both Pickford and Fairbanks were ambivalent about ending their marriage; they had been together for almost twenty years and married for nearly sixteen years. And they remained committed to United Artists and continued to have contact through that partnership. Their bond persisted until the end.

Secrets turned out to be Pickford’s final feature film, but that was not by explicit design. In 1933, the year she lost her brother and filed for divorce, she did not give up on her film career. Instead, she focused on an exciting new project that demonstrated that her understanding of new technology and its mass appeal remained sharp. She spent the year working on a potential collaboration with Walt Disney, who was distributing his popular cartoon shorts through UA. She would star as the only live actor in an animated version of Alice in Wonderland, which would be Disney’s first feature-length film. In some ways, Pickford’s professional instincts were still finely honed; she embraced the new technology of Technicolor and the genre of animation. She even shot a Technicolor screen test. The project was promising, but the casting was all wrong. Pickford was not the right choice to play the child lead. Had she chosen only the role of producer, she might have had another success. Disney was reluctant and had many other projects to finish; this version of Alice never came to fruition.

In 1936, Pickford produced two films, The Gay Desperado and One Rainy Afternoon. Other Pickford film projects got stalled in development over the years. And she continued to be offered or considered for films roles throughout the 1940s and 1950s, including in the films Life with Father (1947), Sunset Boulevard (1950), and Storm Center (1956). Pickford also returned to the stage. In late 1933 and early 1934, Pickford performed in a short play, The Church Mouse, in New York and Toronto to huge crowds and warm reviews. The following year she led a theater company—which included her niece, Gwynne—in a brief run of Coquette in Seattle. She considered other theater projects over the years, though she ultimately rejected them.

Pickford also began to explore other creative options and business endeavors. She had always done more than just act: writing scenarios and newspaper columns, film producing, directing (though she never formally received such credit), doing philanthropic work, running UA. In the 1930s, she also tried her hand at selling cosmetics and radio production even as she continued to write: a newspaper column, some religious tracts, and a novel. In 1934, she published Why Not Try God, a best-selling self-help religious booklet with Adela Rogers St. Johns. Why Not was a comingling of Pickford’s Catholic and Christian Scientist faiths, with a bracing dose of the American individualist ethos and the power of self-making. In 1935, Pickford published My Rendezvous with Life, another Christian Science–themed self-help tome, which was dedicated to her mother. This pamphlet, like Why Not, syncretized Catholicism and Christian Science. Pickford wrote, “Two of the people I loved best in this world, my mother and my brother, Jack, have crossed this world’s horizon. I have been hurled right down into the lowest pit of grief. And slowly, painfully, I have climbed back to a brighter outlook where understanding replaces sorrow.”9 Her losses had led her to seek solace in religion, but Pickford did not seek guidance from the clergy. Instead, she found her own way and in so doing established herself as the expert. She was set up as both extraordinary and ordinary—a common strategy in discussing the celebrated. She wrote, “Back of the glamour that motion pictures have thrown around me, I am just an average, hopeful, prayerful woman.” But the emphasis here was on what made her exceptional, with references to “Mr. Fairbanks” and her films, including Pollyanna. She then used the fact that her personal problems were often front-page news to establish her credentials for helping others: “I have never been able to work out my intimate problems in private. I have to do it in front of the whole world, for the world knows what is happening to me professionally, domestically and personally almost as soon as I do myself.”10 In the late 1940s, Pickford was even briefly attached to a biopic on Christian Science founder Mary Baker Eddy that never made it to the screen.

During the depths of the crisis of the Great Depression, many found comfort in religion. Pickford blended the sacred and the secular in her religious treatises that were how-to guides: how to mourn, how to live, how to be a modern woman. Also in 1935, Pickford published a ghost-written novel, The Demi-Widow, that got some positive coverage: “Good hammock reading for hot days—light and not too dreadful froth about a young American widow who . . . becomes a . . . singing star in a Parisian revue. . . . [T]here is a happy ending. . . . This is—to our surprise—better reading than we anticipated.”11

Pickford also tried her hand at radio broadcasting with the establishment of the Mary Pickford Radio Stock Company in 1934. Commercial radio broadcasting had begun in earnest in the early 1920s, and many in Hollywood used it to promote themselves and their films. As the crisis of the Great Depression wore on, people increasingly turned to their radio sets for entertainment. This was a golden age for the serialized radio drama. The Pickford Company sought to bring condensed versions of Broadway hits to the radio. Radio melodrama seemed like it might be a good fit for Pickford, but her voice was only adequate and her forte had been the pantomime of silent film, which was entirely lacking in this new communications and entertainment medium. This effort lasted less than a year. In 1936, she tried again with the Parties at Pickfair, a chat show anchored by Pickford, featuring her many celebrity “friends and neighbors.” This broadcast had a three-month run. In 1949–1950, Pickford made another brief foray into radio (and also television) production. But, in short, her radio career was undistinguished.

In addition to all of her other activities in the mid-1930s, Pickford remained a founding partner–owner along with Chaplin and Fairbanks at United Artists; in April 1933, their fellow founder D. W. Griffith left UA for good, his career and reputation in disarray. At this time, Pickford began to play a more active role in running UA. UA had thrived under the leadership of Joseph Schenck, but he grew increasingly frustrated. Schenck wanted to increase profits through mergers and other corporate maneuvers, but the founding partners, led by Chaplin, resisted and maintained their commitment to smaller-scale, independent filmmaking. The need for unanimity among the owner-partners prevented Schenck from moving quickly, making unilateral decisions, and it often meant missed opportunities. In 1935, Schenck resigned from UA and formed Twentieth Century Pictures, which then merged with Fox Film to create Twentieth Century–Fox. Thereafter UA would struggle to find capable leadership; from July 1935 to July 1936, Pickford served as vice president and then president, a tumultuous period in which Disney Productions left UA for RKO and producer Walter Wanger joined UA. In a difficult period of change and loss, Pickford embraced many different kinds of work as she struggled to find her way.
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On January 10, 1936, the Pickford-Fairbanks divorce was finalized—after three years of legal wrangling and attempts at reconciliation, twenty years together, and almost sixteen years of marriage. Many biographies effectively end in the mid-1930s after she completed Secrets and divorced Fairbanks, wrongly suggesting that the next forty-plus years of her life were spent in retreat from the screen and from life—that she just mourned the passage of time and all her losses from within the darkened confines of Pickfair.

Though Pickford performed in her final feature film in 1933, she continued to work steadily for over two decades: as an owner-partner-producer at United Artists, on the stage, on radio, in cosmetics, in print, in film preservation, and in philanthropy. She also remarried, adopted two young children, and traveled widely. She never again achieved the extraordinary artistic or commercial success that she enjoyed in the 1910s and 1920s, but she had sustained her stardom and success longer than most. In the second half of her life, she struggled with loss, addiction, and aging. She lacked the focus and purpose that filmmaking had once provided, but she continued to do important and meaningful work, particularly in support of film preservation and study as well as health and social services for the elderly. And with the crushing loss of many of those closest to her through death and divorce, she forged a new family unit.

Less than two months after his divorce from Pickford, Fairbanks married Lady Sylvia Ashley on March 7, 1936, in Paris. The speed of his remarriage stung Pickford. And 1936 would prove to be a year of losses. On December 9, 1936, Lottie died of a heart attack at the age of forty-three. Mary and Lottie had not been close since they were children working together on the North American kerosene circuit. Yet Mary always took care of Lottie and loved Lottie’s daughter, Gwynne, as her own. In spite of these changes and challenges, Pickford did not simply surrender. Instead, she built a new life. She married actor and musician Buddy Rogers in June 1937.

Remarriage, however, did not sever Pickford and Fairbanks’s connection. Indeed, they could now be kind to each other and rekindle their love and affection. Their spouses had to be very tolerant as they remained business partners and friends. They mourned the end of their marriage; time and again, they considered reconciling from the relative safety and stability of their new marriages. Only Fairbanks’s untimely death on December 11, 1939, put an end to their relationship. Despite a forty-two-year-long marriage to Rogers—by most accounts, a decent and very patient man—Pickford never made a secret of the fact that Fairbanks was the love of her life.

After Joseph Schenck resigned as managing partner in 1935, UA struggled to find stable leadership and suffered from considerable infighting among the partners. Producers David O. Selznick and Alexander Korda signed much-needed distribution and partnership deals in this period. Pickford served briefly as president in 1935–1936. In the second half of the 1930s, UA was consumed with an ongoing battle between producer Sam Goldwyn and the rest of the partners. Goldwyn wanted control or he wanted out. Finally, in March 1941, Goldwyn left UA after years of strife and struggle.

In June 1939, Owen Moore died. His death passed without public comment from Pickford. Then that December, Fairbanks also died. Pickford was in Chicago when she got a call from the newly married Gwynne about Fairbanks. In a press statement, she remembered the “the joy and the glorious spirit of adventure that he gave to the world” and his “vibrant and gay spirit.”1 Neither Pickford nor Chaplin could bear to attend the funeral. After Fairbanks’s death, Pickford and Chaplin began to do battle at UA. Fairbanks had long been their link and intermediary who smoothed over their personal and political differences. In his absence, tensions flared.

With the advent of World War II, Pickford supported the war effort, just as she had during World War I. With the passage of time, Pickford was no longer the ingénue exhorting the troops to fight and the citizenry to support them. She was now the dignified matron hosting events at Pickfair and lending her name and reputation as chair of the Women’s Committee of the Motion Picture Division of the Red Cross. “Here I am at Pickfair, which we call the ‘White House of Hollywood,’” announced Hollywood gossip columnist and reporter Hedda Hopper from a United Service Organizations (USO) benefit and fashion show hosted by Pickford. In a 1942 film short Hedda Hopper’s Hollywood, actress-turned-entertainment reporter Hopper reminded her viewers who Pickford was, what she meant to the film industry, and listed her ongoing civic activities. Pickfair was turned over to the newly formed USO—created by President Franklin Roosevelt to boost the morale of US troops at home and abroad—every Wednesday for the benefit of soldiers, who dined and swam and, as Hopper informed American filmgoers, had “lunch with some of Hollywood’s loveliest girls.”2 Buddy Rogers enlisted in the Air Force and served as a flight instructor. Pickford did not forget her country of birth: in 1943, Pickford raffled off a Toronto bungalow to support the Canadian war effort.

During the war, Pickford decided to make a major change. She had always adored and cared for her niece, Gwynne, and was close to Doug Fairbanks Jr. Now she decided to take on a role that had as yet eluded her: mother. In May 1943, Pickford and Rogers adopted their first child, a six-year-old orphan they named Ronald Charles Rogers. Ronnie got a sister when Pickford and Rogers adopted an infant girl, Roxanne, in March 1944. Even with two small children at home, Pickford and Rogers did not modify their lives of work, travel, and philanthropy around the world to accommodate the needs and schedules of young children. Instead, Ronnie and Roxanne were often left with caretakers. In the midst of one of Pickford and Rogers’s European sojourns from July to October 1948, Pickford’s secretary reported that the children “are anxious for their parents to return—it has been a long time.”3 By 1947, Ronnie was away at boarding school in California’s San Jacinto Mountains and then went to boarding school in New York State when the family briefly relocated to New York City in 1949–1950. As a teenager, Roxanne lived in Barcelona with Gwynne Pickford and her second husband, UA executive George “Bud” Ornstein, and their children. Later, Roxanne attended a Swiss boarding school, likely the same school attended by Gwynne. Although Ronnie and Roxanne had considerable material resources available to them, their relationship with their distant parents became increasingly strained as they grew up.

With the divisive Goldwyn’s departure from UA in 1941, Pickford hoped the legal strife and infighting would cease. She was wrong. In July 1943, Chaplin sued UA partner and acclaimed producer David O. Selznick for breach of contract due to his failure to deliver films in a timely manner. Pickford tried to get Chaplin to back off. Chaplin refused and accused her of disloyalty. She was fed up and let him have it in a lengthy and incisively argued letter of October 1943 as UA prepared to celebrate its twenty-fifth anniversary. She wrote, “Does it not strike you as being incongruous, Charlie, that you are suing David for not having produced a picture for three years and yet Douglas and I waited six years for the first Chaplin picture?” She then drove the knife in deeper, “And twenty odd years ago your picture was certainly as important, if not more so, than David’s is to the organization today.” So Selznick, producer of 1939’s Gone with the Wind, represented the present and the future of the business and Chaplin the past. She angrily concluded, “You are the last person in the motion picture industry who should ever question my good faith and loyalty to you. But if after twenty-five years of such close partnership, you still don’t know me, Charlie, it is useless for me to set forth the innumerable times I have stood loyally by you and have closed my eyes to the many hurts, rebuffs and humiliations I have endured at your hand.”4

In retaliation, an angry Pickford proposed doing away with UA’s unanimity clause, which required all of the owner-partners’ consent on major decisions and actions. Requiring unanimity from the UA board had accomplished many things, good and bad: it thwarted numerous takeovers and mergers over the years, frustrated and drove away effective leaders, kept the partners in control, and led to much infighting. She proposed the change to give UA’s president–managing partner more power and to provoke Chaplin. It worked. He was furious. Their longtime personal and political differences had erupted into open conflict that would ebb and wane over the next decade.

The same year Chaplin brought suit against Selznick, Selznick signed a teenage Shirley Temple to his production company. The child actress had become a major star with the 1934 release of Little Miss Marker. Temple’s mother and her studio, Fox, very deliberately modeled the young star after Pickford, with her curls and her little girl roles. Indeed, Temple remade several Pickford films at the height of her fame in Depression-era America: Curly Top (1935), a reworking of Pickford’s Daddy-Long-Legs (1919); Poor Little Rich Girl (1936); Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm (1938); The Little Princess (1939); and Miss Annie Rooney (1942). But there were key differences: Temple was a child actor playing age-appropriate roles in largely heavy-handed, saccharine productions that lacked the wit and humor of Pickford’s originals. Pickford was an adult who had performed a wide range of roles in an estimated 210 films during a career that spanned the transition from shorts to features to sound. Only a handful of those roles were as little girls who never grew up. Pickford’s ability to deliver those performances in so compelling and convincing a manner was a mark of her artistry and skill. Temple was a gifted child playing a child. The comparisons between Temple and Pickford as little girl performers would contribute to undermining Pickford’s legacy and diminishing her gifts. And Pickford contributed to the confusion and conflation: once Temple partnered with Selznick in 1943, Pickford tried to capitalize on the parallels and Temple’s fame. Pickford suggested she might also produce some Temple films. Such projects never materialized but did help to cement the mistaken perception that Temple and Pickford’s careers, star personas, and films were interchangeable.

At UA, the infighting continued, and the alliances were ever shifting. Pickford and Selznick orchestrated the exit of partner and producer Alexander Korda in April 1944, in defiance of Chaplin’s wishes. Pickford and Selznick could do so because the contentious unanimity clause had been voided in the courts. Then Pickford returned to film production in the mid-1940s. She expected her Comet Productions to receive the financing help and deeply discounted distribution fee given to Selznick. The rest of the UA leadership refused to give her such terms; she received only a limited discount on the distribution fee from the UA board for the seven films she produced between 1945 and 1948. Pickford was furious. Her countermove in 1946 was to make peace and align with Chaplin to force Selznick out of UA. Although Selznick had produced three successful films for UA distribution, he had placed several films with other distributors, prompting concerns that he had violated his UA contract. Also, his discounted distribution rate—the same one Pickford unsuccessfully negotiated for—was running UA into the red. Selznick countersued.

By February 1947, Selznick was gone from UA, leaving it once again without a managing partner. UA’s next film was Chaplin’s Monsieur Verdoux (1947)—a critical and financial failure, and a symbol of the company’s peril. At this juncture, Pickford and Chaplin agreed to sell UA and found a buyer. Then Chaplin did what he had done so many times: in July 1947, he changed his mind and refused to take action. Joseph Schenck offered to step in as a mediator to help sort things out. Pickford was relieved and grateful, but Chaplin was opposed. Again, Pickford confronted Chaplin, but to no avail.

Then, in 1948, the Supreme Court ruled in the United States v. Paramount Pictures, Inc. et al. decision to break up the cartel that comprised the classical Hollywood studio system; the Big Five studios had to sell off their theater chains and get out of the film exhibition business. Block booking was also outlawed in this decision. So what had made United Artists special and distinct—its support of independent filmmakers and rejection of block booking and monopolistic practices—was no more. The major studios, with more fiscal resources and stability, vied with UA to find and distribute the output of independent producers. At the same time, all the studios—major and minor—faced falling profits in the postwar period linked to shrinking foreign markets and the rise of a formidable contender in the entertainment market: television. And the losses continued. D. W. Griffith died a broken man in April 1948; Pickford and Chaplin both attended his funeral.

UA continued to limp along. On the brink of collapse and receivership in February 1951, Pickford and Chaplin finally ceded control, though each retained a 25 percent stake in the company. Under its new leadership, UA prospered. In March 1955, Chaplin sold his UA stock for $1.1 million in cash. Pickford was now the last founder standing. In 1956, she too sold her stake in UA for $3 million—almost three times what Chaplin had been paid less than a year earlier. She watched and waited as the UA stock value rose; she also was willing and able to settle for a payout in cash and bonds, which increased her total sum. She was Bank of America’s Sweetheart to the end.

As an AMPAS founder, Pickford was in the vanguard of the film preservation and study movement. She recognized the importance of preserving film before most and worked to secure the rights to all her films. But preservation was not Pickford’s only motive here: monetary gain as well as a growing desire to keep the films out of wide circulation also shaped her agenda. In the early sound era, she and many others questioned and devalued the artistry, meaning, and significance of silent film. Indeed, by the late 1930s and onward, Pickford restricted access to her films and frequently threatened to destroy them.

The classic film Sunset Boulevard (1950) encapsulated sound-era attitudes toward silent film and its stars: passé, foolish, even mad. Director Billy Wilder approached Pickford to play the film’s antagonist, Norma Desmond, a once-powerful and glamorous silent film star who had retreated to her decaying Los Angeles mansion and descended into madness as the world passed her by. Although Pickford was intrigued, she also had strong opinions about how the film’s narrative and structure should be altered to make Desmond the film’s protagonist, not its antagonist. Time had not dimmed her passion for film—or creative control. Wilder balked for this reason and possibly others: was Pickford really up to such a project, and would her star persona clash with the vampish persona of Desmond? Instead, Pickford’s longtime rival Gloria Swanson won the role and created a character that—although a composite of many silent film stars, including Swanson herself—strongly referenced Pickford and underscored an emerging misperception of Pickford as a longtime lunatic prisoner of her home and her past.

Pickford was all too aware of such negative perceptions of her and of silent films, but her vanity and pessimism did not prevail. Ultimately she worked to secure archival safe haven for her films, papers, and memorabilia. The results were mixed, with some invaluable materials gone forever, though the vast majority of her films were saved. (Perhaps the greatest loss was yet to come: the 1988 demolition of Pickfair as a monument to the art and history of film.) Yet the losses could have been complete had Pickford and her allies not fought for preservation in an indifferent and often hostile climate. When AMPAS was founded in 1927 by Pickford and other industry leaders, Pickford was a vocal proponent of its library, now known as the Margaret Herrick Library, one of the most important repositories dedicated to US film history in the world. In the mid-1930s, she supported the formation of a pioneering film archive at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) in New York and then negotiated with first MOMA and then the National Archive to house her film collection. In both instances, negotiations broke down over restrictions Pickford wanted placed on access to her archive.

In 1943, she helped found the Motion Picture Division of the Library of Congress (LOC) with the gift of her films. But this division struggled in development, losing funding and lacking consistent leadership. As a result, the LOC was slow to transfer Pickford’s films from unstable nitrate film stock to safety film stock. As a result, many films were lost over the next thirteen years as the transfer process stopped and started. Pickford grew discouraged and threatened to pull her gift. In 1956, leaders at the George Eastman House, a Rochester, New York, archive dedicated to the still and moving image, brokered a deal whereby Pickford funded her films’ restoration, with copies of the restored films housed at both the LOC and the Eastman House. As the LOC’s film division grew in the 1960s and 1970s, Pickford reaffirmed her commitment and willed much of her film collection to the LOC. She also was a longtime supporter of an AMPAS museum dedicated to the film industry; she recognized the need for a Los Angeles–based museum and archive and worked to make it a reality, hosting and attending events nationwide. Although that particular institution never came into being in her lifetime, Pickford played a central role in the film preservation movement in Los Angeles and around the nation and the world.

Though generally politically conservative, Pickford was neither a political party loyalist nor an ideologue. She was socially progressive on the issue of women’s rights as a supporter of suffrage and later the Equal Rights Amendment. Ever a pragmatist, she steered a bipartisan course; she met and worked with both Democratic and Republican presidents and their administrations over the course of her career. She first allied herself with the activist, progressive wing of the Democratic Party in the 1910s, which had long attracted urban, Catholic, immigrant constituents like Pickford. In doing her work in support of World War I and II, she collaborated with the activist Democratic presidential administrations of Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt, respectively. Former Democratic politicians served on the board of United Artists in its early years. She lent her name and star power to the National Youth Administration, a New Deal agency. It was also rumored that President Franklin Delano Roosevelt suggested that she run for public office, so she was clearly a member of the Democratic Party at this time; she declined to do so.

By 1944, however, Pickford’s political affiliation had shifted to the Republicans, reflecting a national political realignment that was solidified during FDR’s four terms as president, as the two major political parties completed a long shift in their ideologies and constituencies. The Republican Party—formerly the party of Abraham Lincoln and progressive, liberal reform and challenges to the status quo—became the conservative, probusiness party with a new base among the affluent and upwardly mobile. The Democratic Party—formerly the conservative, states’ rights party with a primary base in the white South—emerged as the source of liberal challenges to the status quo, with key support from African Americans and labor. As the major parties shifted identity and ideology, so did many voters.

A wealthy businessperson in the 1940s, Pickford was drawn to the Republicans’ probusiness, small government rhetoric. In April 1953, she participated in a savings bond tour with Republican First Lady Mamie Eisenhower. Actor-turned-politician Ronald Reagan was a friend, and Buddy Rogers would stump for him on his wife’s behalf in his successful 1970 gubernatorial re-election campaign in California. Yet she would also remain bipartisan, especially to promote the causes most important to her. For example, in 1961, she served on the first White House Conference on Aging for Democratic president John F. Kennedy.

Pickford lived to regret her willingness to go on the record in support of fascism in the 1920s and 1930s. She met with Mussolini in the 1920s during her travels with Fairbanks and commented favorably in the press on the rise of fascism in Europe. As late as 1937, she made some positive comments about Hitler and the Nazi regime, even as the systematic persecution of Jews, Roma, the mentally and physically disabled, and others deemed “unfit” and “inferior” was well under way. The Holocaust resulted in the deaths of an estimated 6 million and brought the term genocide into the language. As the cost of fascism became clear, Pickford repented. She devoted a chapter of her 1955 memoir to a confession of her formerly anti-Semitic world-view and her awakening to religious and social tolerance. Clearly, she regretted her relatively uninformed comments about fascism and detailed her attempts to make amends through good works. A particular focus of her philanthropy would become Jewish causes, particularly health and social services for the aged.

Although Pickford became a Republican in the post–World War II period, she remained a moderate even as a radical conservative Republican New Right emerged. She grew alarmed by, targeted by, and finally opposed to this crusading, anticommunist, politically and socially retrogressive New Right. Chaplin would become a casualty of this early Cold War climate of political and artistic repression in Hollywood and the wider society. Despite their battles at UA that led to a permanent estrangement, Pickford ultimately stood by him. In the immediate post–World War II years, the United States and the Soviet Union emerged as the two global superpowers and battled to develop political, economic, cultural, and military spheres of influence and demonstrate their superiority. Fears of communist infiltration at home and abroad ran high. On the domestic front, the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), a US congressional subcommittee, began an investigation of Soviet and communist infiltration of the film industry in 1947.

In an industry politically polarized left and right, personnel suspected of being current and former members of the Communist Party as well as those who were merely liberal and left-leaning political activists found themselves targeted. HUAC succeeded in convincing the major and minor studios to fire “suspected” communists and deny employment to those considered politically suspect beginning in late 1947. This creation of a so-called blacklist of barred employees grew over the next several years and created a dangerous and damaging precedent followed by many other private industries.

Chaplin was vulnerable to congressional and Justice Department investigation, aided and abetted by red-baiting industry conservatives like journalist Hedda Hopper, producer Walt Disney, and their allies in the right-wing Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals. His vulnerability stemmed from two key sources: (1) his unrepentant leftist political activities and opinions and (2) his complicated and often sordid private life, which included behavior that today would be considered sexual harassment but was then understood as the status quo for women in the workplace. In an April 1947 letter to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, a leading force for anti-communist purges within and without the US government, Hedda Hopper, a leader of the Hollywood press corps, wrote, “I loved what you said about Commies in the Motion Picture Industry. . . . I’d like to run every one of those rats out of the country and start with Charlie Chaplin. . . . And now he’s finished another picture, and Miss Mary Pickford is back in NY helping him sell it.”5 Both Chaplin and Pickford had open FBI files that tracked their activities and associations, like many prominent Americans under Hoover’s longtime leadership of the agency.

Chaplin’s life in the United States grew increasingly strained in the wake of a major paternity suit and scandal in 1943–1944, the continued legal wrangling at UA, serious financial problems, and an increasingly hostile political climate. Hoover and his anticommunist allies in Hollywood and in the press continued to track and harass Chaplin. The British-born Chaplin had never became a US citizen, and rumors began to circulate that he might find himself deported for a constellation of personal, political, and financial reasons. As a result, he began to consider moving to Europe. In September 1952, Chaplin sailed from New York to attend the London premiere of his film Limelight (1952); he would settle in Switzerland and return only once to the United States. Nearly twenty years after he left under a cloud of suspicion and hostility, Chaplin arrived in Los Angeles in early 1972 to accept an honorary Oscar from AMPAS in 1972 for his work and his legacy.

In the 1940s and 1950s, Pickford was in a bind; she was under pressure from industry conservatives to denounce and disavow Chaplin, especially from journalist Hedda Hopper. And Pickford was angry at and estranged from Chaplin during most of his Cold War travails as they battled on and off at United Artists. Occasionally, they came back together—as, for example, when they worked together to oust David Selznick from UA in 1943. But mostly they fought and sued and countersued. They remained neighbors on Summit Drive in Beverly Hills and even fought over a cat, as one of Pickford’s pet felines frequently visited the Chaplin home. Yet Pickford continued to support him despite their differences. In July 1954, she publicly defended Chaplin from charges made by some notorious redbaiting journalists that he was a communist. She countercharged that Chaplin was no more a communist than she was. She was fed up and ready to “risk the wrath of people so poisonous . . . if you . . . disagree with them they will have you thrown in jail.”6 In her 1955 autobiography, Pickford honored him as a comedic genius and film world giant even as she characterized their relationship as “strange and unpredictable, fluctuating between mutual affection and admiration and intense resentment and hostility.”7 She also publicly denounced his politically motivated exclusion from the inaugural Hollywood Walk of Fame in 1958.

Pickford’s defense of Chaplin was also born of her own frustrations with and tribulations during the early Cold War red scare. She was subject to behind-the-scenes pressures as well as negative media coverage from conservative, anticommunist journalists. In December 1951, she decided to take a stand. Plans were announced for Pickford to appear in independent producer Stanley Kramer’s The Librarian, a film about a librarian’s fight against the censorship of a communist tract. Pickford’s attempt to challenge the anticommunist purges and blacklist in Hollywood fell short. She pulled out in September 1952, just as production was about to begin. She claimed it was “due to the producer’s inability to use color photography,” though she continued to hold “Mr. Kramer ‘in very high regard.’” In truth, she was being pressured to withdraw. The Librarian screenwriter Daniel Taradash remembered, “I know that Hedda Hopper and people who were on the right wing of this McCarthy era thing were hounding Pickford or suggesting to her that she shouldn’t do this project.” In a chilling political climate, Pickford tried to take a stand but ultimately backed down. She was not alone as thousands of industry personnel struggled in blacklist Hollywood.8

Thereafter, Pickford focused largely on her family, her friends, her travels, and her volunteer activities within and without the entertainment industry. As she acknowledged, “The demands on my time for civic, charitable and political events is unbelievable.”9 Her public service had long served many purposes: to do good work, to legitimize the film industry, to self-promote. The accolades and service continued at a rapid pace in the postwar period. The General Federation of Women’s Clubs named her among its women’s pioneers. Honorary degrees were awarded from Middlebury College, Emerson College, and other institutions. She served on many boards including the Thomas Alva Edison Foundation. She gave to many causes and organizations: orphanages, hospitals, youth organizations, and cultural institutions. In the 1940s, Pickford helped spearhead a considerable expansion of the health and social welfare services of the Motion Picture Relief Fund, which she had helped to found in 1921 to assist film industry personnel in need. The Motion Picture & Television Country House, a retirement community, and then hospital, were completed in September 1942 and 1948, respectively.

Both Ronnie and Roxanne married and left home when they were still teenagers. By early 1958, Ronnie had two children and was working as a machinist at Northrop Aircraft Co. in Hawthorne, California. His March 1958 suicide attempt—after his wife left him—made the press and later drove him far from California and prying eyes. In May 1962, Pickford wrote to her longtime friend Lillian Gish and reported that Ronnie was living in St. Charles, Missouri. She also reported that Roxanne was newly married with an infant. On her growing estrangement from her children, Pickford conceded to Gish, “I haven’t seen them much in three years.”10 Pickford and Rogers had always been distant parents, and they grew increasingly critical as the children matured. Pickford had grave concerns about Roxanne, who had married right after her high school graduation and managed only two months at Santa Monica Junior College before pregnancy intervened. She wrote a friend and admirer that she and Buddy “were disappointed that she [Roxanne] rushed into motherhood before acquiring at least two years of college work, but it seems to be the modern trend of the young people today to concentrate on early marriage rather than education, promising themselves that education can come later.”11 Pickford had many failings as a parent, but she had always regretted her lack of formal schooling and tried to provide the best educational opportunities for her own children.

Pickford and Rogers continued to travel extensively, often visiting Gwynne and her family. Gwynne had several children and was living abroad with her second husband, George “Bud” Ornstein. As Pickford boasted, “Bud is in charge of all production in England and the continent for United Artists which keeps him very busy but he loves it.” In 1963, Pickford made her final trip to her hometown of Toronto where she appeared on the television show Front Page Challenge. Her final international trip was a triumphant and gratifying month-long visit to Paris in October 1965. The Cinémathèque Française, one of the most important film archives in the world and a training ground for the French New Wave filmmakers of the 1960s and 1970s, held a retrospective celebrating her films and her legacy.12

Pickford has often been characterized as a ghost who haunted the halls of Pickfair after her mid-1930s retreat from performing. That is an inaccurate and premature characterization. The year 1966, when she turned seventy-four, was the turning point; she stopped traveling outside Los Angeles and withdrew from civic and social activities. Pickford grew increasingly incapacitated. She turned away visitors to Pickfair except for family and close friends. After a period of estrangement, Roxanne visited regularly with her two young children, Donna Marie and Asa, in the mid-1960s. Pickford, however, confided to a friend that she found their visits taxing, as the children wore her out. By the late 1960s, Rogers and her staff had taken over most of her correspondence and interaction with family, friends, and fans.

In November 1970, Gwynne’s daughter Mary Charlotte was married at Pickfair; her great-aunt initially planned to attend. But, as she did with most events in this period, she ultimately let the festivities happen without her and remained secluded in her upstairs bedroom suite. At this juncture, only Buddy and the staff at Pickfair regularly saw Pickford. Though Ronnie was largely out of his parents’ lives and Roxanne once again became estranged, the bond with Gwynne and Doug Jr.—the two children she mothered before she became a mother—remained strong. Gwynne and Doug Jr. were part of the tiny circle of people who continued to be invited to Pickfair. Doug Jr., who was living abroad, frequently sent cards and gifts to Pickford, a link to his father and his past. Both always spoke of the other with great warmth and affection. Pickford reported that Fairbanks Jr., whom she had begun to confuse with his father, was “just as handsome and charming as ever.”13 Lillian Gish, Frances Marion, and Adela Rogers St. Johns remained concerned and loyal friends who kept writing and showing up at Pickfair. This network of female friends and colleagues that Pickford established in early Hollywood remained loyal to the end.

Buddy Rogers represented his wife at the many events that celebrated her film legacy and philanthropic efforts in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In 1972, when Chaplin returned to the United States for the first time in almost twenty years to receive his Oscar, he and Pickford did not meet. In 1976, it was Pickford’s turn. She did not attend the ceremony. Instead, she was filmed accepting the Oscar in Pickfair’s living room. Pickford was dressed in a blonde wig, makeup, satin, and jewels. Her age and mental and physical condition left viewers shocked and whispering. Pickford was in decline.

In late May 1979, Pickford suffered a stroke. She lingered for a few days and died on May 29, 1979, in Santa Monica Hospital. She was buried in Forest Lawn Cemetery in suburban Los Angeles with the rest of the Pickfords: Charlotte, Jack, and Lottie. The New York Times declared, “She embodied the American dream—a person who rose by her own talents from rags to riches, indeed, to very great wealth.”14 Her mythic rise from poverty and obscurity to fame and fortune was central to the way she would be remembered and celebrated after her death.

Her life and career had spanned the twentieth century and the rise of American empire across two world wars. A Canadian immigrant, she emerged as a symbol and ambassador of the United States as a world power and then as one of two superpowers. She supported suffrage and served as the only female owner-partner of a major Hollywood studio in the classical era. Before American women had the right to vote, Pickford had established herself as one of the film industry’s outstanding performers, producers, and distributors. But she did not limit herself to the film industry; she wrote newspaper columns, self-help books, a novel, and a memoir. She tried her hand at radio and television production. She was a pioneer in film preservation and study who worked to ensure that most of her productions survived the silent era when 70–80 percent of all silent film production has been lost. Her philanthropic efforts were vast and continue today through the Mary Pickford Foundation, re-established upon her death and funded by her considerable estate. Her good works have helped many and have also ensured that she is remembered and celebrated today. America’s Sweetheart was nobody’s fool and a woman whose extraordinary accomplishments profoundly shaped Hollywood as metaphor and business.




Epilogue

Upon her death, Pickford left much of her multimillion-dollar estate in trust to the Mary Pickford Foundation to support her many charitable causes, most notably film preservation and study. Her husband of nearly forty-two years, Buddy Rogers, received a generous settlement, including some of Pickfair’s acreage and the funds to build and furnish a new home there. Gwynne received $200,000; Ronnie and Roxanne Rogers received only $50,000 each. A substantial trust fund was created for Ronnie, Roxanne, and Gwynne’s children. Pickford’s photographs, manuscripts, scrapbooks, and other materials were gifted to the AMPAS’s Herrick Library. In 1980, Pickfair was sold to Los Angeles Lakers owner Jerry Buss, who preserved and updated the historic home. In 1988, Pickfair was sold to actress Pia Zadora and her junk bond trader and film producer husband, Meshulam Riklis, who tore down the main house. Sadly, Los Angeles lost an important landmark.

In 1988, Rogers received the Academy’s Jean Hersholt Award for his philanthropic efforts on behalf of the Mary Pickford Foundation. Buddy remarried realtor Beverly Ricono in 1981; he died on April 21, 1999, in Rancho Mirage, California. Douglas Fairbanks Jr., a charming ambassador for the silent film era and for his father and stepmother until the end, died on March 7, 2000, and was interred in a grand plot with his father in the Hollywood Forever cemetery in Los Angeles. Since the early 1960s, Ronnie’s whereabouts have remained largely unknown. Roxanne Rogers Monroe married three times and died in April 2001.

Pickford’s philanthropic efforts and legacy persist. Today the Mary Pickford Foundation supports educational outreach and scholarships as well as film preservation and history, including an outstanding online research center that provides access and links to all things Mary Pickford: images, film clips, articles, and more. Pickford bequeathed most of the remainder of her film collection as well as some related materials to the Library of Congress. After her death, the Pickford Foundation funded the creation of the Pickford Theater at the Library of Congress. The LOC continues to acquire Pickford films from archives and elsewhere around the world. In 2006, the print of a lost Pickford short film Their First Misunderstanding (1911) was found in a barn that was about to be torn down in New Hampshire; the LOC funded the film’s restoration and added it to the collection. Thanks to Pickford’s efforts and those of her allies, only about 36 (or 16 percent) of her estimated 224 films remain lost, an extraordinary percentage considering that we have lost about 80 percent of silent films from the first four decades of US film production. Pickford’s prescience and persistence was remarkable and has left scholars, cinephiles, and the general public a great gift.

The Motion Picture Relief Fund, cofounded by Pickford in 1921, is now called the Motion Picture and Television Fund. Today it offers a full range of health, wellness, social, and retirement services to eligible industry personnel. In 2002, the Pickford Center for Motion Picture Study opened; this AMPAS complex includes a screening room and archive dedicated to her memory. As for United Artists, it thrived from the 1950s through the 1970s, releasing many award-winning as well as crowd-pleasing films including West Side Story (1961) and Annie Hall (1977) as well as the James Bond and Pink Panther film franchises. UA struggled in the 1980s, was purchased by MGM, and both companies were reorganized and changed hands several times. Today United Artists remains a subsidiary of MGM with an impressive library of films after nearly a century of film production and distribution.

Later in life, Pickford marveled over the crowds she encountered at public appearances and events and in her travels with Fairbanks in the 1910s and 1920s at the height of her fame. The adulation she experienced could be disorienting and unnerving and was a by-product of the mass culture she produced and performed in. She shared, “It disturbed me so that I couldn’t eat and couldn’t sleep. You know, if I were a dancer or singer, I could at least do something to show them my appreciation, but being a silent motion picture actress, there was little or nothing I could do, but to wave and throw them kisses, but that was totally inadequate.”1 In truth, Pickford pioneered many strategies for both inspiring and managing the sometimes alarming, new scale of mass culture fandom.

She also deftly negotiated the particular challenges faced by powerful women, old and new: unease over her economic and cultural power, relentless scrutiny of her personal appearance, obsessive focus on her marital and family planning status. Onscreen and off, Pickford struggled with and sometimes stumbled over how to reconcile private, domestic duties and concerns with public, professional aspirations and work. Here was a key to her enduring success as she reflected her audiences’ own anxieties and interests. As an upwardly mobile, immigrant, female filmmaker in early twentieth-century America, Pickford personified the possibilities and problems of life in an industrializing, emergent world power.




Primary Sources

EXCERPT FROM MARY PICKFORD, “REMINISCENCES OF MARY PICKFORD: ORAL HISTORY,” 1959, INTERVIEW BY ARTHUR B. FRIEDMAN, COLUMBIA ORAL HISTORY ARCHIVES, RARE BOOK & MANUSCRIPT LIBRARY, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, NEW YORK, 2654, 2656, 2670

I had no choice—or rather my widowed mother had no choice—since our pocketbook was very, very slim, and she had to support not alone her three children and herself, but her paralyzed mother as well. So I helped out in raising the family by appearing in the theatre. My father died when I was four. I was living in Toronto, and of course in those days, in Canada, there wasn’t much work for a woman to do. Office work, I think, was nil. Mother did sew to help raise the family, but it was insufficient . . .

[W]e moved so often from place to place that I never did have an opportunity to create friendships with people of my own age, childhood friends of my own. That also applied to my youth. I never went to cafes, or to dances. I had none of that young life at all. It was to bed early and up at 6 in the morning and off to the studio. As you know, the career is a very exacting thing. In fact, it’s a monster . . .

There was no opportunity to strike up acquaintance with other children in the towns where we played. There’d be two or three matinees a week, and then of course every night, and probably after the play on Saturday or Sunday we’d make the tour to the next town. And there was washing our clothes—we washed them and ironed them—I had a little gas-ring, and Lottie and I would do our laundry. That kept us pretty busy.

Indeed, we did feel like grown-ups.
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“Mary Pickford will talk every day on the Woman’s Page of The Washington Herald”

The Washington Herald, November 7, 1915. Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Library of Congress.
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Pickford, “Why I Am Glad I Was Born Poor”

The Washington Herald, November 9, 1915. Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Library of Congress.

MARY PICKFORD, “WHY I AM GLAD I WAS BORN POOR,” DAILY TALKS, WASHINGTON HERALD, NOVEMBER 9, 1915.

I am grateful for many things and one special cause for gratitude is so unusual that I have snatched a half hour in my dressing room while waiting for a call to tell you about it. It is that I was not born with a silver spoon in my mouth.

Isn’t that unusual? Most women speak of the hardships of their earlier days with regret, but I am glad I had them; glad every hour of the day. When I see a little girl with a wistful face pressed against a confectioner’s window I know just how she feels and this feeling is good for me, and I try to make it good for her. I always had enough to eat, but there were times when on the road that I ate my meals without pie and cake trimmings that I might save enough out of my small salary to send home a certain amount to my mother.

When I am given the role of a girl who is on the outside of the window of all the good things in life it is not all art that makes me do it well. It is experience, and it takes experience like that to broaden the sympathies and make one’s soul grow.

One who began earning her living when she was five, as I did, and has kept at it almost constantly ever since, has necessarily been compelled to pick up an education on the run, and I owe all I know to an unusually good memory. I have had a little time to spend in school, but my memory made every day I spent there count for more than just one day.

MY FIRST SPEAKING PART.

The first speaking part assigned me was committed to memory that same evening. I did not go to bed until I knew every word, and when I appeared for rehearsal next day with my lines “in my head,” I caused amazement. The manager was greatly interested when he learned how quickly I had learned them, saying I had shamed them all.

Not only did I know my own lines, but I subsequently found, without trying, that I memorized the speaking parts of other members of the company. Once in the death scene in “Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” when I lay in Uncle Tom’s arms, I found this mental trick served in good stead. I was, as I said, dying. It was Uncle Tom’s cue to say something very touching and sublime. “I have forgotten my lines,” he said to me frantically. “What shall I do?” Lifting my arm up feebly, as if for a parting embrace, I drew his face down to mine and whispered his lines in his ear. On another occasion, the child who had the leading part in a play being put on in Brooklyn was taken suddenly ill, and there was rapid skirmishing for a child to take her part. It fell to me. I had just one hour to learn the part, which was long, but I went on and played it without a rehearsal or a bobble.

My mother taught all three of us to read and write, and I managed to go to school between seasons. As we grew to better circumstances, private teachers were employed to travel with us, and we have studied everywhere on earth; on trains; at hotel dinners; at railroad restaurants, eating our sandwiches with our school books propped up in front of us; between acts on the stage, parsing and adding and memorizing while changing our costumes, and putting on many a make-up with a mind divided between grease paint and the latitude and longitude of Georgia. When it was vacation time for my elders and the happy children not on the stage, it was school time for me, every vacation being spent in a classroom, and when I was with Belasco my make-up board in my dressing room, with its blackboard and books, looked like a desk in a school house.

NO ROOM FOR TRASH.

My memory has remained good because I have never loaded it with trashy literature. I read Hugo at the age of eleven, was familiar with Sir Walter Scott and had mastered Waldo Tryne’s “In Tune With the Infinite” when a very young girl. Occasionally, but very rarely, I read a modern novel as an appetizer, and I never read or discuss the sensational stories found in every day’s newspapers. I have always refused to listen to or repeat a questionable story or joke, and am grateful that my days are always too full for gossip. I think perhaps to this refusal to clog my brain with the debris of indecency I owe largely the joy of a memory that grows stronger every day.

I have tried consistently to think pure thoughts, and have always been as good as I know how, punishing myself fully and promptly when I have failed.

ANSWERS TO CORRESPONDENTS.

I am surprised that a little girl in England, where the complexions are naturally so good, wishes to know of some variety of harmless face paint. There is none.

***

“I want to be a movie actress,” writes Caroline, from Memphis; “where will I find some one to help me?” If you do not find that some one in your own self, then there is no hope for you. Those who climb by the efforts of others never climb high, and never stay up long.

***

“I read an article about you in which you said every girl should save a little. How can she save when she only gets a few dollars a week?” She can learn that happiness does not depend on possession, and that half the things she wants are not necessary to her existence. I am speaking from experience. I saved money when I earned very, very little, and had others to support.
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Pickford (center in large hat), Charlie Chaplin, and other film stars selling World War I bonds (April 1918)

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-67912.
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Establishment of United Artists studio, from left, D. W. Griffith, Pickford, Albert Banzhaf, Charlie Chaplin (seated), Dennis O’Brien, Fairbanks (February 1919)

New York World-Telegram and the Sun Newspaper Photograph Collection. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-137195.
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Pickford and Chaplin seated on Fairbanks’s shoulders (ca. 1919)

George Eastman House; Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-101392.
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Pickford and Fairbanks abroad on their honeymoon (June 1920)

George Grantham Bain Collection. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ggbain-30610.
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Pickford and Fairbanks rowing in the Pickfair pool (ca. early 1920s)

Security Pacific National Bank Collection/Los Angeles Public Library.
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1920 magazine article on Pickford and Fairbanks’s unrealized fears about public reaction to their marriage

Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research. Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-101393.
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Pickford and Fairbanks in costume (ca. early 1920s)

George Grantham Bain Collection. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ggbain-38050.
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Pickford-Fairbanks Studios, established 1922

Photograph courtesy of John Kobal. Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-117034.
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Pickford’s Through the Back Door (1921) film poster

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ppmsc-03757.
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Pickford’s Little Lord Fauntleroy (1921) promotional material

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ppmsc-03719.
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Pickford in Little Annie Rooney (1925)

George Grantham Bain Collection. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ggbain-38047.
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Pickford on set knitting for the Red Cross (1925)

National Photo Company Collection. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-npcc-14492.




STUDY QUESTIONS

1.  How do Pickford and her life experiences help illuminate the challenges and opportunities faced by women in early twentieth-century America? What is exceptional and perhaps less representative about Pickford, given her talent, success, wealth, and access? What are the pros and cons of biography as a lens through which to understand the wider world?

2.  Use the primary sources and text to discuss the social, cultural, and economic significance of the film industry. When, why, and how did Hollywood come into being as the US film industry’s production center? As Hollywood became an international symbol of American mass culture and society, why did it provoke such outrage and anxiety? Do such fears persist today?

3.  Who was the New Woman? How and why should we consider Pickford an example of the New Woman?

4.  Use the primary documents to think about what factors—personal, professional, institutional, economic—drove Pickford’s success and sustained it for so long. Why and how was she able to sustain her success and her celebrity when so many others—especially women in the film industry after the mid-1920s—were not able to do so?

5.  Why does the author spend so much time on Pickford’s childhood in Chapter 1? What does it tell us about life in an industrializing America, especially for young immigrant women of limited means? How was the story of Pickford’s past incorporated into her star persona as an adult? How was that story accurate? And inaccurate? Why the discrepancies?

6.  Using the primary documents and the text, determine and describe Pickford’s star persona. How was it constructed and maintained? What imperiled it? Do contemporary celebrities engage in a similar process of constructing a star persona today?

7.  What different kinds of philanthropic work did Pickford participate in over the course of her life? Why? More generally, what role does philanthropy play in American economic, political, and social life? And what role have “good works” played in creating space for women in the public sphere?

8.  How did Pickford struggle to reconcile life in both the domestic sphere and the public spheres as a wife, mother, and worker? How did she succeed and fail? Have these tensions been reconciled in the lives of American women today?
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