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FOREWORD BY SHARON STONE


George Hurrell was a master of light, elegance, and glamour. When I met him I had just arrived on the Hollywood scene. The legendary film-star manager Irving “Swifty” Lazar introduced me to the legendary photographer, Mr. George Hurrell, and they agreed that I had a kind of “lost type of glamour of bygone days.” A photo session with George was set up immediately. He would shoot me in a satin gown on Mr. Lazar’s giant satin bed, with a 1940s hairstyle and a smoldering look to match. I was amazed, when after some preparation of hair and makeup and a quick wardrobe change, George took a mere five or six shots.


Yes, he stepped in and lifted my chin just so, opened my pointer finger away from my others, turned my hand “the right way,” asked me to part my lips, and in that rough voice said, “Okay, kid. Now look right here.” And I did somehow—clear that I was with the greatest movie-star photographer of all time. Click, and he changed the giant 8x10 film slide from side to side. He asked me to hold still. He stepped in and adjusted my head. Click, and we were done. There was never any waste. No ego. No pretense. George was simple enough to appear blue collar and yet simple enough to be a king.


After that shoot we worked together a number of times. Each time I learned the mastery of the “clean photo”—the elegance of the body, the hand, the foot, the “look.” He knew it and he taught it to me.


I got to see almost all of his original prints from the beginning of his career onward, almost all of the real work, and I got to spend time with him right up until the end of his life. In fact, I was the last person George photographed before he died. And that shoot was as clean, clear, and simple as all the others. I was wearing leopard and lying on a saber-tooth tiger rug. Yes, a real saber-tooth tiger . . . rug. That was an era, he was a king, and yes, I learned how to be a movie star from the best of the best, Mr. George Hurrell.


Since then I have worked with many masterful cinematographers. I have found that somewhere during the film they always comment about George. There is a throwaway remark here or there, like “Move that key light; it should be more Hurrell,” or “Hey, that really reminds me of a Hurrell photograph.” Or “George Hurrell would have really loved you.” That one brings a tear to my eye, as the feeling was mutual.


—SHARON STONE


[image: Sharon Stone was an exemplary Hurrell subject. She exuded glamour—and she collected Hurrell prints.]


Sharon Stone was an exemplary Hurrell subject. She exuded glamour—and she collected Hurrell prints.


[image: George Hurrell’s life was marked by dramatic, unexpected shifts of fortune. Here he is in 1980, on the verge of the most extraordinary shift of all.]


George Hurrell’s life was marked by dramatic, unexpected shifts of fortune. Here he is in 1980, on the verge of the most extraordinary shift of all.




PREFACE


George Edward Hurrell was the creator of the Hollywood glamour portrait. When he came to Hollywood in 1930, a movie star photograph was soft and undistinguished, like a portrait from a Main Street salon. Hurrell introduced a bold new look: sharp focus, high contrast, and seductive poses. He told a story with each photo, blending the ethereal and the erotic. He created imagery that was unprecedented and unique. How did an unknown artist from the Midwest become the most influential photographer in Hollywood history?


In 1929 Hurrell was twenty-five, a full-time commercial photographer and sometime landscape painter. He was eking out a living in Los Angeles when the film star Ramon Novarro came to his Westlake atelier. A series of sessions produced a remarkable portfolio. Novarro was so pleased that he showed it to Norma Shearer, the highest-grossing star at the most prestigious studio in the world. Shearer commissioned Hurrell to make photographs she could submit for a new type of role. She got the role and Hurrell got a job—head portrait photographer at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer.


The dreamlike world of silent pictures had created a star system based on personalities who were bigger than life. The naturalism of talking pictures diminished them. If the star system was to survive, the studios would have to enlarge them again. Along came Hurrell, who adapted his technique to this purpose. Using new lighting and retouching effects, he created spectacular, enticing images of Greta Garbo, Clark Gable, and Jean Harlow, and sold them to a worldwide audience. In the process, Hurrell perfected a photographic idiom: the Hollywood glamour portrait.


In a town where imitation is the sincerest form of survival, Hurrell was an original. Not only was his lighting unique; his personality was as much a tool as his famous “boom light.” He was loved by his subjects and tolerated by moguls such as Louis B. Mayer, whose patience he tried with occasional bursts of temperament. For thirteen years, Hurrell was the highest paid, best-known photographer in Hollywood. Bette Davis and Joan Crawford gave him their fabulous faces, and he immortalized them. By 1943 he had worked with every studio in town, had a beautiful wife named Katherine, and was affluent. His sitting fee was $1,000, when the dollar bought thirty times what it does in 2013. The millionaire producer Howard Hughes paid him $4,000 to photograph an unknown girl in a haystack for The Outlaw. Censors suppressed the film, but Hurrell’s photos made Jane Russell a household word—which Hurrell already was. “Hurrell is one of Hollywood’s few genuine geniuses,” said Motion Picture magazine. “He is Rembrandt with a camera.” He was working at Columbia Pictures during the week and in his Beverly Hills studio on weekends, shooting foldouts for Esquire magazine. At thirty-nine, he had an enviable life and a secure future. The photographer of stars had become a star.


This is the story I told in Hurrell’s Hollywood Portraits, which was published in 1997. It was the first book to show Hurrell’s work in accurate chronology, to describe it in the context of the personalities he captured, and to analyze it in accessible photographic terms. I am a working photographer, using vintage camera equipment to make portraits in his style, so I can explain his technique and show why his art had five distinct periods. There were many craftsmen in the studio system, but only Hurrell’s work had the periods that characterize a Picasso.


Hurrell’s Hollywood Portraits was published just as the Internet and digital photography were gaining currency. Before long, images from the book were all over the Web. Faces in magazine ads had a digital sheen that tried to copy Hurrell’s retouching technique. Norma Shearer, known as the First Lady of M-G-M, became “Hurrell’s patron.” Joan Crawford, the most durable star in Hollywood history, was “Hurrell’s muse.” An authoritative book had honored the artist. I was no longer a Hurrell expert. I was a Hurrell scholar. I thought I had completed my life’s work. It had only begun.


If you’ve ever written about a famous person, you can expect to answer questions for the rest of your life. “How long did you work with George Hurrell?” And “What happened to his career after Hollywood?” And “What was he like?” I am asked to identify his subjects, his sessions, and their dates; to demonstrate his technique; to give free appraisals; to weed out counterfeit prints; and, happily, to print his vintage negatives. In short, I function as a professor of arcana. This gives me the opportunity to share knowledge and to gain more. In the seventeen years that have passed since I wrote Hurrell’s Hollywood Portraits, I have learned that a few facts I wrote were incorrect. Hurrell never photographed Marilyn Monroe, even though numerous people claim that he did. This is why I have written a second Hurrell book. The next time you see a Hurrell portrait, I want you to know when he shot it, how he shot it, and what makes it great.


I have also written this book because of the photographs. At one time, in order to see a Hurrell portrait, you had the choice of a museum, a gallery, a book, or a fortunate friend. Technology has changed that. In our democratized millennium, you can see Hurrell’s work on the great god Internet for free, any day, any time, anywhere. But what are you seeing? In the ’70s I complained about books with poor reproductions of his work. I criticized copy prints that leached the subtle shades of gray from his black-and-white imagery. I have more to complain about now. Few of the Hurrell images on the Web retain the quality of his originals. I wrote this book to ensure that his photographs can be seen as he intended. I have secured prints made by Hurrell himself. I have included prints that I made in a photographic darkroom from his original negatives, sometimes under his tutelage, and sometimes under the supervision of his colleagues. I have scanned the prints myself. And I have entrusted these prints to Running Press, a publisher committed to fine lithography.


I have still another reason for writing this book. Hurrell died twenty-one years ago, yet he lives on. His personality vibrates in every image. People want to know more about him. There is more to tell. Like every Hollywood legend, Hurrell was bigger than life—brilliant, mysterious, mythic. I want to clear the apocrypha from the myth. Truth is more compelling than myth, Hollywood Babylon notwithstanding. I want to take the Internet taint off Hurrell and put him in a worthy context. I also want to tell what has not been told.


In 1943, when Hurrell was at the height of his prominence, he suffered a vertiginous fall from grace. In 1975, when I met him, he was seventy-one but could not retire. He had lost his fortune to bad investments and alimony. Instead of shooting glamour portraits, he was working as “unit still man” on Gable and Lombard, a feeble tribute to the stars he had immortalized. After years of middle-aged struggle, the one-time Rembrandt of Hollywood was an anonymous studio employee. The artist was in eclipse, his portrait career in ashes.


Six years later, Hurrell was Hollywood’s latest comeback story, a celebrated artist. Elderly but robust, he was charging $5,000 to photograph stars such as Diana Ross and Liza Minnelli. He was selling his 1930s work for twice that, and in galleries that once had sneered at Hollywood photography. He was the subject of articles, books, and shows. He was enjoying a second career.


[image: Hurrell’s aptly named “boom light.”]


Hurrell’s aptly named “boom light.”


This is the story I add in this volume: Hurrell’s return from the ashes. I was there, sometimes as a participant, sometimes as an observer. I watched him wend his way through the monolithic soundstages at moribund studios, through the lavender-scented living rooms of invidious collectors, through smoky dens of thieves, and into chic galleries. I saw him flirt with history and scandal, wooing this one and dismissing that one. I was there, like so many others, because I was entranced by the beauty of his work. Before long, I saw it tarnished by bootlegging, theft, and fraud.


The George Hurrell I knew was two people. Depending on what day you saw him, or what time of day, he was as bright as his spotlights or as dark as his famous shadows. When I knew him, I was too starstruck to anticipate his vagaries of mood. As a result, I was hurt and disillusioned. By writing the story of his life I have come to terms with that experience. I thank the individuals who have helped me write an objective account of Hurrell’s second career. I have made every effort to convey the truth, both about the artist and about his images.


It is those images that motivate this book. They are luminous, powerful, and timeless. Most have not been published since they were made. As you will read, they have traveled a circuitous route from the studios to this book. With the help of the private collectors and the archives I thank in the Acknowledgments, I have worked to make George Hurrell’s Hollywood the definitive work on this trailblazing artist, a shimmering montage of fact and anecdote, light and shadow.


—Mark A. Vieira, January 23, 2013


[image: George Hurrell was twenty-six when he made this self-portrait with an Eastman Century studio camera in the M-G-M portrait gallery.]


George Hurrell was twenty-six when he made this self-portrait with an Eastman Century studio camera in the M-G-M portrait gallery.




INTRODUCTION


The artist who would become famous for turning human beings into latter-day gods was born a Roman Catholic at the beginning of the twentieth century. George Edward Hurrell was born on June 1, 1904, in the Walnut Hills district of Cincinnati, Ohio. At one point his publicity would state that he had been born in Covington, Kentucky, a few miles across the Ohio River. Like so much of his life, the facts of his birth are blurred by myth. What is known is that his paternal grandfather came to America from Essex, England, where his forebears had been shoemakers for hundreds of years. George Hurrell’s grandmother came from Dublin. His father, Edward Eugene Hurrell, was born in Cincinnati. His mother, Anna Mary Eble, was born in Baden-Baden, Germany, and came to Cincinnati as a child. Edward and Anna had five boys and one girl. George was the first born. He was followed by Edmond (“Ned”) in 1907, Russell in 1910, Elizabeth in 1912, Robert in 1915, and Randolph in 1918. From all indications, the Hurrells were devoutly Catholic. Randolph studied for the priesthood for years but relented a month before his ordination. Likewise, Elizabeth was poised to enter a convent but instead chose the secular life.


In an Esquire magazine interview in the late 1930s, George Hurrell made a cryptic statement about his father, the only time he would ever mention his family in print. “I’m a somewhat screwy photographer—an artist gone wrong,” he said. “And so wrong, I’m the shoemaker’s favorite child.” In 1909 Edward Hurrell moved his growing family to Chicago so that he could start a shoe factory. Chicago was the Catholic stronghold of the Midwest, and young George was undoubtedly influenced by twelve years of Catholic education. He served as an altar boy and eventually felt he was being called to the priesthood. In the spring of 1922, as he approached his high school graduation, he decided to acknowledge what was known in Catholic school as a “vocation.” He applied for admission to the Archbishop Quigley Memorial Preparatory Seminary in Chicago. Yet he heard another calling. “As long as I can remember,” he recalled fifty years later, “I wanted to be an artist. I was drawing all the time, in school and out. Art was my favorite class.” George had always been putting his impressions of people on paper. By late high school, he was sufficiently skilled to consider a career in art. Hedging his bets, he applied to the renowned Art Institute of Chicago. He was accepted by both the seminary and the school. He chose the school, mostly because he could attend on a scholarship, and he began to study painting and graphics.


George did not find the Michigan Avenue campus entirely to his liking. The classes may not have been sufficiently stimulating or it may have been that he was easily bored and given to impatience. After a short time at the Institute, he left and enrolled in the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts, which was located a block away, at 81 East Monroe Street. (Although this Academy had the same name as an earlier incarnation of the Art Institute, it was an entirely different school, founded in 1902 by the Pictorialist photographer Carl Werntz.) “I went to the Academy of Fine Arts at night for a while,” recalled Hurrell in 1980, “and I worked part-time. I would just fit that in. Whenever I had to pay rent, I would go to work.” His odd jobs did not include photography, although he did have a passing acquaintance with it. Students were encouraged to take snapshots during the warm months to use as the basis for the paintings that they would make in the winter. This was the first time George used a professional-gauge camera and entered a photographic darkroom, but he was more interested in surrealist painting, especially that of Giorgio de Chirico. After a year and a half, George dropped out of school, yielding to the inquietude that would inform the rest of his life.


In early 1924 George took a job as a hand-colorist in a commercial photography studio, but he soon wandered from the drafting table. “I got curious one day about life in the photography department,” he recalled. His curiosity led to a transfer, and he was soon assisting catalog photographers, making photos of iceboxes, hats, and—appropriate to his family history—shoes. “One day,” he recalled, “an emergency occurred in the studio. It was understaffed and a photo had to be taken right away—and there was no one else to take it.” This was George’s baptism by fire, his first professional photograph. It was a thrill, but it did not last. The elder staff members returned and George was back to assisting. After three weeks, he grew bored and quit. After taking a few more photography jobs, he found one that lasted. The portrait photographer Eugene Hutchinson had a splendid studio in the Fine Arts Building on Michigan Avenue, about a block south of the Art Institute. George was hired as a colorist but moved on to negative retouching, airbrushing, and darkroom work. He also learned how to shoot copy negatives of photographs and artwork. Although he continued to paint, it was his photographic work that made a fortuitous connection.


In early 1925 the California artist Edgar Alwin Payne was visiting Chicago with his wife, Elsie, and daughter, Evelyn. Payne was known for painting en plein air, particularly the Sierra Nevada mountain range. He had been traveling through Europe for two years and was exhibiting at the Art Institute, which contracted with Hutchinson to shoot negatives of the art. Because George was entrusted with this task, he had an entrée to a lecture that Payne was delivering at the Institute. Never one to stand on ceremony, the young photographer asked the esteemed artist for a critique of his paintings. Payne liked a landscape that George had recently completed. A number of visits followed.


At forty-two, Payne was an acclaimed artist, showing in numerous galleries simultaneously. He had helped found the Laguna Beach Art Association in 1918, and became its first president. He described Laguna’s Mediterranean climate, lush landscape, and thriving art colony, and told George that if he was serious about an art career, he might do well in California. George was not averse to a move; besides the lure of Laguna’s artistic offerings, the Chicago winter had made it difficult for him to get rid of what he would later call a “stubborn bacterial infection.”


In May 1925, George climbed into a Hudson touring car with the Payne family and set off for California. Payne was a true artist. In 1912, when he and Elsie were about to be married, he had suddenly asked her to call their guests and tell them to come several hours later—when the light in the chapel would be right. Anecdotes like this enlivened the drive to California, but it was interrupted by a minor accident in Denver. The party of four escaped injury, possibly because they were insulated by a carload of canvases. George’s first glimpse of the Pacific Ocean came on a balmy evening in late May. “No place like California,” was Payne’s breezy observation. For a young artist from the Midwest, this was an understatement. The image of Emerald Bay seen through a curtain of eucalyptus leaves would stay with Hurrell for the rest of his life.


[image: The plein air painter Edgar Alwin Payne was responsible for George Hurrell’s coming to California in 1925. Hurrell made this portrait in Laguna Beach in 1926.]


The plein air painter Edgar Alwin Payne was responsible for George Hurrell’s coming to California in 1925. Hurrell made this portrait in Laguna Beach in 1926.


[image: George Hurrell’s portraits were first published by the Stendahl Galleries in Los Angeles, so it was inevitable that Hurrell should make a portrait of the influential Earl Stendahl.]


George Hurrell’s portraits were first published by the Stendahl Galleries in Los Angeles, so it was inevitable that Hurrell should make a portrait of the influential Earl Stendahl.




CHAPTER 1


SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA IN THE 1920s




LAGUNA BEACH


On June 1, 1925, George Hurrell celebrated his twenty-first birthday and began to live like an artist. Friends of Edgar Payne helped him find a place to live, a “picturesque cottage” that turned out to be a semifurnished shack called the Paint Box. It had been built in 1904 by J. N. (“Nick”) Isch, who was the proprietor of Laguna Beach’s general store and post office. The Paint Box was a place where an artist could pay for room and board with his or her work, so in a happy demonstration of quid pro quo, Isch accumulated an impressive art collection from tenants such as Emily White, James McBurney, and Donna Schuster. Hurrell’s arrangement was equally liberal; he would more or less watch the cottage for an absentee tenant, Malcolm St. Clair, a film director whose father, watercolorist Norman St. Clair, was one of Laguna’s first resident artists.


Hurrell soon found a sympathetic physician, but he prescribed pills that were both large and expensive. “I had to make a living,” recalled Hurrell. “I’d brought a camera from Chicago, and these artists needed pictures of their paintings. I’d take them out in the sun and put a Wratten panchromatic K3 filter on the camera [because the film was black and white and the color values of the art had to be approximated], and I’d shoot these paintings. I was getting my bread and butter out of photography.” And his health was improving.


Hurrell’s photographic training did not consist solely of copy technique. He had learned how to make a portrait. Because the 8x10-inch sheet film he used was large and its exposure time lengthy, the rhythm of a portrait session was like that of a sketch session: the artist captured a pose, flipped to the next sheet of paper in the sketch pad, and told the model to assume a new pose.


Hurrell owned a portable 8x10 camera and an eighteen-inch Wollensak Verito portrait lens. This lens was manufactured with a chromatic aberration that created haloes around highlighted areas of the image, an effect called “soft focus.” It gave the photograph a hazy, dreamy quality, not unlike the sfumato effect in Renaissance art, but only if the iris was used wide open, which was usually around F/4. Soft focus diffused facial detail, so the negative required less retouching, which saved both time and money. Moreover, the wide-open lens required less exposure time, which made poses more natural.


Before long, Hurrell was photographing Laguna artists. One of his first subjects was Edgar Payne. These dignified personages came to sit for him, even if he was young and his equipment primitive; he was using household bulbs with saucepans for reflectors. Sometimes he used nothing more than the north light coming through his studio’s skylight. Hurrell knew enough about lighting to control both intensity and direction. He had learned technique from Hutchinson, but he also had an innate understanding of what light and shadow could do. “Rembrandt was my ideal,” he said later. “Rembrandt used one source of light, and that’s what I did.”


[image: William Wendt was known as the “Dean of Southern California landscape painters.” He was one of Hurrell’s first portrait subjects in Laguna. The lighting in this study of Wendt is subtle, considering the primitive implements Hurrell was using at the time.]


William Wendt was known as the “Dean of Southern California landscape painters.” He was one of Hurrell’s first portrait subjects in Laguna. The lighting in this study of Wendt is subtle, considering the primitive implements Hurrell was using at the time.


[image: Frank Cuprien was one of the plein air painters whom George Hurrell photographed in Laguna Beach in 1925 and ’26. Cuprien was known as the “Dean of Laguna Beach artists.” Hurrell’s use of negative retouching to emphasize highlights is obvious, even in this seminal work. Hurrell was twenty-two when he made this portrait.]


Frank Cuprien was one of the plein air painters whom George Hurrell photographed in Laguna Beach in 1925 and ’26. Cuprien was known as the “Dean of Laguna Beach artists.” Hurrell’s use of negative retouching to emphasize highlights is obvious, even in this seminal work. Hurrell was twenty-two when he made this portrait.


[image: Florence Barnes was becoming fast friends with Hurrell when he made this portrait of the San Marino socialite.]


Florence Barnes was becoming fast friends with Hurrell when he made this portrait of the San Marino socialite.


In 1925 the lighting scheme at the average commercial portrait studio consisted of: 1) the “key light,” a large floodlight aimed from above to create modeling; 2) the “fill light,” a floodlight set at eye level to lighten (or “fill” in) the shadows cast by the key light; 3) the “backlight” (or “hair light”), which was aimed at the subject from behind, in order to separate him or her from the background; and 4) the “background light,” which illuminated the wall behind the subject. A photograph reduces a three-dimensional subject into two dimensions; lighting is supposed to persuade the viewer that there are once again three dimensions.


At twenty-one, Hurrell was an iconoclast. Having left a genteel salon environment for a Bohemian enclave, he was dispensing with studio technique. He made a portrait of William Wendt, a sixty-year-old plein air painter, using a strong north light and a little edge lighting from the sauce pans. Wendt was pleased with Hurrell’s work; it was markedly different. When Hurrell used his Verito lens, he used it in a way that no one else had thought to. He did not shoot wide open; he chose to stop it down part way. The effect was akin to painting with a palette knife—not too soft and not too sharp. His Laguna subjects were quick to note the new look. This young man who fished at Victoria Beach was talented.


Hurrell was tawny, muscular, energetic, and, although he was only five-foot-eight, a shock of dark, thick, unruly hair made him appear tall. His unconventional good looks were accented by dark brown eyes, long eyelashes, and expressive eyebrows. His native intensity was allied to a bombastic self-confidence. He was not shy about expressing his dislikes, which included stuffy behavior. He was soon creating a stir in Laguna, especially with the wealthy tourists from Riverside, San Bernardino, and Pasadena.


On Christmas Day 1925, Hurrell accepted an invitation to join the Paynes for dinner at the home of William A. Griffith, a plein air painter and president of the Laguna Beach Art Association. Hurrell was studying with Wendt and painting steadily but his photographic portraits were getting more attention; he wanted to talk to painters. As Hurrell would later recall, the evening was memorable, but not for the artists. “They were all very friendly, but they were very serious painters, not partygoers particularly. The society crowd that came down there from out of town were partygoers.” Before the evening was over, Hurrell was introduced to a “Mrs. Barnes from San Marino.”


Florence Lowe Barnes was born on July 29, 1901, to a wealthy Pasadena family. Her paternal grandfather, Thaddeus Lowe Sr., was the inventor and industrialist who built the Mount Lowe Railway in 1896. Her mother came from the social echelon known as the Philadelphia Main Line and owned extensive property, including the stately Broadwood Hotel. Florence was attending the party with her husband, C. Rankin Barnes, rector of St. James Episcopal Church in South Pasadena. They had been married for four years and had a three-year-old son named William. In a room full of artists, Florence stuck out, not because she was a young woman in the midst of a lot of bearded old men, but because she had a forthright quality. She was not particularly attractive. She was stocky, her face was round, and she had sloe eyes, but she sparkled with an earthy élan. She was also well-spoken, conversant in the arts, and quick with a pun. At first glance, she was an odd match for a staid minister. Hurrell was drawn to her, if not romantically, then with fascination at an individuality as great as his. And she made him laugh. Like his sister Elizabeth, she was funny.


Florence Barnes was independently wealthy, having inherited a fortune at her mother’s death the previous year, and she was beginning to live life apart from Rankin. She maintained a thirty-five-room mansion in San Marino but was spending more time at a rambling Laguna estate called Dos Rocas. This palatial home boasted the first fresh-water swimming pool in that community. It was even designed with portholes so that non-swimming guests could watch underwater horseplay. Hurrell visited her in January and was soon a regular guest at her pool parties. Most were colorful and some were raucous, even by Roaring Twenties standards, since Barnes’s guests came from air circuses, art enclaves, and the fringes of show business. The eccentrics Hurrell met at these parties included Mary Frances Kennedy, before she became M. F. K. Fisher. There was also fifteen-year-old Katherine Gertrude (“Gigi”) McElroy, who was madly in love with thirty-three-year-old Dillwyn Parrish. When neighbors complained about the noisy parties, Barnes’s grandmother told her to stop them. Barnes ignored her. The headstrong young woman was beginning to incense both sides of her family with her unladylike pursuits. She loved to party, to fly, and to fish. “Whoever catches the smallest fish has to cook!” was her rule. After a few trips with Barnes, Hurrell’s skill at casting was surpassed by his skill at gutting. Barnes was an entertaining companion, even if it was apparent that her bravado masked insecurity and a lack of direction. Like Hurrell, she was sensitive, talented, and dynamic, but she needed a goal.


In late 1925 and early 1926, Hurrell photographed Wendt’s paintings to publicize an upcoming show at the Stendahl Art Galleries in Los Angeles. Earl Stendahl was printing a catalog to accompany the February show William Wendt and His Work. Hurrell made prints for it and shot a portrait of Wendt for the cover. Unfortunately, Wendt fell ill and the show had to be postponed. However, a solo show of Payne’s work did open at Stendahl’s in March. Payne was Stendahl’s best-selling artist, and the gallery published a lavish catalog, Edgar Alwin Payne and His Work; Hurrell shot both the art and the artist.


Hurrell divided his time between painting, shooting portraits, and exploring the coastline—Moss Point, Dana Point, and Main Beach. He was tanned, agile, and charming, so he got attention from the opposite sex. It may have been at this time that he evolved his aesthetic trademark. In a few years he would earn fame by positioning nubile young women with a shoulder toward the camera, chin tucked into it, the fabric of a blouse sliding downward, liquid eyes looking seductively into the lens. This image was enhanced by the unprecedented use of “bounce light.” A bright light spilling onto the woman’s head and in front of her would “bounce” upward into her eyes, making them glisten and shimmer. Perhaps Hurrell experienced an epiphany one day while seducing a woman in dappled sunlight next to a reflecting pool. Or perhaps it was during a camera experiment that the sun shone through his skylight and created a hitherto unnoticed effect. However it occurred, it confirmed his status as an artist and as a romantic. A fleeting image became an idée fixe, and Hurrell’s first period of artistic development began.


Hurrell was flirting, even with the married women who visited Laguna. One flirtation led to a secret dalliance. He could not be seen bringing a married woman to his cottage, so she would meet him in a nearby eucalyptus grove. The all-clear signal was a toot from her auto horn. On Monday, March 1, 1926, Hurrell was told to expect such a cue, but first he had to drive his Model T Ford to Pasadena and photograph the guests at a California Art Club gala hosted by sculptor and president Julia Bracken Wendt. Hurrell had been busy all weekend, packing his belongings. Nick Isch was selling the property for a housing development, and the Paint Box was on blocks, soon to be moved. No matter; Hurrell had found another dwelling. The Paint Box’s electricity had been turned off, so Hurrell lit candles when he returned from Pasadena to process his film. It was almost midnight when he heard the signal from the grove. He left the candles guttering in the shack and ran down the hill. After a few minutes there, he heard the siren of a fire truck. The Paint Box was in flames. A volunteer fireman tried to stop Hurrell from going into the shack, but he was drunk and he put his fist through a window. He managed to save his Verito lens, a tripod, and his camera, but he saw his negatives and prints burn.


Hurrell soon recovered. Florence Barnes referred friends, and local shops put his work in their windows. “Laguna Beach was such a small town then,” said Hurrell, “but it got so many people from out of town. They came from the inland cities such as Riverside, Santa Ana, Fullerton, and from Los Angeles, too. In the summer the society crowd were running up and down the streets and looking for interesting things, and my pictures of artists hanging in a place downtown would attract attention.” The increased work bought him oil paint and even the time to use it.


In late March Hurrell attended the opening of the Wendt show at Stendahl’s, and, while there, dined for the first time at the Musso and Frank Grill on Hollywood Boulevard. He liked both the fare and the ambience. In May 1927 Hollywood came to Laguna. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer was filming the 1903 novel Romance, a pirate story written by Ford Madox Ford and Joseph Conrad. This silent film was the latest vehicle for the Mexican-born movie star Ramon Novarro. At twenty-eight, Novarro was basking in the stupendous success of M-G-M’s Ben-Hur: A Tale of the Christ. During the day, he acted his scenes for Romance in sets built to look like a fishing village in 1820s Cuba. At night Florence Barnes showed him the best side of Laguna. The epicene actor and the moon-faced socialite became friends.


[image: Hurrell at twenty-one had the intensity and resolve of an unknown artist.]


Hurrell at twenty-one had the intensity and resolve of an unknown artist.


At one point while the Cuban sets were standing, Hurrell got permission to set up a camera on the beach and shoot a self-portrait. The arrangements were probably facilitated by his friendship with Florence Barnes, and by hers with Novarro. This was Hurrell’s first connection with Hollywood, and it yielded a handsome, picturesque portrait.


In 1927 America was booming. Speculation and spending were running neck and neck, yet Laguna Beach was losing its tourist trade. Hurrell found himself in Los Angeles more often, photographing socialites. “Pretty soon I was shooting all kinds of social pictures,” he recalled. “I was being asked if I would come to Redlands or Riverside or someplace, to shoot their family and that sort of thing.” There was a growing art market in Los Angeles. Hurrell had met Earl Stendahl in his main gallery, which was located in the Ambassador Hotel on Wilshire Boulevard. A mile east, the Granada Shoppes and Studios, a complex of artists’ lofts and galleries, was nearing completion. The prospect of selling art in a big city intrigued Hurrell. He had been living in a small community for two years. “I was bored with Laguna,” he said. In December he decided to leave the art colony and enter the art world.




THE GRANADA SHOPPES AND STUDIOS


On January 1, 1928, George Hurrell took residence in the newly opened Granada Shoppes and Studios, which were located at 672 South La Fayette Park Place. What did the young artist expect to find in Los Angeles that was not in Chicago or Laguna Beach? There were certainly more people. The population had doubled since 1920, cresting at a million. There were also more automobiles. The city was a sprawling grid designed for the auto, and Hurrell was living half a block from the most-driven street on earth, Wilshire Boulevard. When he motored the six miles to Musso and Frank, he passed the manicured gardens of La Fayette Park, the Georgian-Revival Town House, the whimsical Brown Derby restaurant, and the elegant Ambassador Hotel. He had moved to an exciting place at an opportune time. Los Angeles was booming. Wherever one turned, there was something to beguile the eye, intrigue the mind, or provoke the senses.


Not everyone was impressed. New York playwrights and European literati thought Los Angeles a cultural wasteland, a cow town without cows. Hurrell knew otherwise. He had only to look at the event listings in the Herald or the Examiner to see what was available: exhibits, lectures, classes. Many of them were in the Westlake District, where he was living. Three blocks away, at the west end of Westlake Park, was the Otis Art Institute. Six blocks away was the Chouinard School of Art. Two miles east was the Biltmore Theatre, where stars such as Katharine Cornell brought their Broadway successes. Three miles south, in Exposition Park, was the Los Angeles County Museum of History, Science, and Art, which featured a sculpture by Julia Bracken Wendt. Her California Art Club was headquartered in Aline Barnsdall’s Hollyhock House on Hollywood Boulevard, and for women there were the Fine Arts Club, the West Coast Arts Group, and the Ebell Club.


There were thirty galleries in greater Los Angeles, including several on Wilshire. This path to the Pacific was known variously as the “Fabulous Boulevard,” the “Champs-Élysées of the West,” and the “Fifth Avenue of Los Angeles.” It was a meeting place for oil millionaires and movie moguls, where Edwardian gentility met Jazz-Age inanity. At streetcar stops, men wearing hats removed them to greet women wearing gloves. A man was addressed as “sir,” a woman as “madame.” Inside apartments such as the Arcady and the Bryson, telephone conversations were limited to making plans; tying up the line with gossip was déclassé. In Westlake, the keynote was graciousness. In the cafés that dotted Seventh Street, though, there was smoking, drinking, and racism. It was not uncommon to read of fisticuffs. But four-letter words were never used in public, even in the heat of anger. Los Angeles strove to be a decent place. The most decent, gracious, and artistic place of all was Hurrell’s new residence.


The Granada Shoppes and Studios were designed by Franklin Harper to evoke a street in Spain. Four rectangular structures were linked by an open-air promenade, and twenty-four uniquely designed doorways fronted two-level lofts, some of which had Juliet balconies overlooking a salon. Harper told the Los Angeles Times that the design was “entirely new to Los Angeles, although incorporating apartments with shops and artists’ studios is similar to the design of specialty shops in Europe.” Hurrell was leasing Number Nine, which was located at the ground level. It had entrances from both a terra cotta esplanade and a stained-glass-enclosed patio, which he shared with the Granada Café, where dinner could be purchased for $1.50 and enjoyed in the “colorful beauty of the court, its balconies, and arcaded wall, something different in the heart of the Wilshire District.” This was not quite true, since Spanish Revival was all the rage in 1928.


[image: George Hurrell’s first portrait of a Hollywood movie star took place in early 1929, when Ramon Novarro came to the Granada Shoppes and Studios.]


George Hurrell’s first portrait of a Hollywood movie star took place in early 1929, when Ramon Novarro came to the Granada Shoppes and Studios.


[image: The Granada Shoppes and Studios welcomed George Hurrell in early 1928. The complex was designed by former journalist Franklin Harper to suggest a street of storefronts in Spain. It was built in the arty Westlake District, home of numerous lofts, galleries, and art schools.]


The Granada Shoppes and Studios welcomed George Hurrell in early 1928. The complex was designed by former journalist Franklin Harper to suggest a street of storefronts in Spain. It was built in the arty Westlake District, home of numerous lofts, galleries, and art schools.


[image: Hurrell wanted Florence Barnes to have a pleasing portrait. No one was more pleased than she.]


Hurrell wanted Florence Barnes to have a pleasing portrait. No one was more pleased than she.


On October 20, Hurrell participated in the grand opening festival of the Granada. Each suite had an open house with an “Old California Fiesta” theme. Neighboring tenants included Inga Petterson; Tiny Tots’ Toggery; Madame Sylvia, Modiste; Oril Wing, book reviewer; Myra Ketcham, Sufi Movement Center; Mrs. Ella Pepworth, Vegetarian Tea Center; and Charles L. Shepard, pianist coach. The most prominent tenant was Mrs. Ida Koverman, who as secretary of the Republican Central Committee was working to get Herbert Hoover elected to the presidency. She was also an unofficial adviser to Louis B. Mayer, president of M-G-M.


The fiesta, with its music, dancing, and fashion show, was intended to bring customers to the building. Hurrell had not been idle. Using two recently acquired arc lights, he had photographed a group of ballet students, an American stage actress named Irene Homer, a British actress named Mary Forbes (sister of the M-G-M actor Ralph Forbes), and prominent politicians. “The Dockweilers were a famous social family,” said Hurrell. “I shot them, their weddings, their kids.” Still, he needed more work, and Florence Barnes was not around to refer clients.


[image: Hurrell shot his friend Florence Barnes in one of her airplanes about the time she was adopting the name “Pancho” and winning air races.]
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[image: At Hurrell’s studio Novarro posed in characters and costumes that his studio would never have approved.]


At Hurrell’s studio Novarro posed in characters and costumes that his studio would never have approved.


After coming to a crossroads in her personal life, Barnes had embarked on a series of adventures. It began when Barnes lost interest in helping her husband at the church. He was becoming pompous and sententious. Worse, she was unable to accommodate her maternal duties. In late 1927 she impulsively donned men’s clothing, joined a few friends in San Pedro, and, pretending to be a man, signed up as crew on a banana boat bound for Peru. She wanted to go to the ruins at Machu Picchu, where she intended to think through her problems and decide what to do about her marriage. Before long, she and her friends discovered that the ship was running guns to revolutionaries. When it docked in San Blas, Mexico, it was taken over by townspeople who turned it into a floating fortress. While the town’s money was guarded by soldiers, Barnes and her friends were sequestered as hostages. After two harrowing days, Barnes made a daring escape with the ship’s helmsman, a Stanford-educated fisheries researcher named George Roger Chute. They traveled hundreds of miles to safety—on a horse, a burro, and on foot. When Barnes returned to California six months later, she looked like a native of Mexico. “Pancho” Barnes was born.


[image: When Hurrell photographed Novarro in a cassock and surplice, he brought a reverence to his work that bespoke his own years as an altar boy. These distinctly un-Hollywood images were Hurrell’s entrée to filmdom. The artist did not own a complete set of these photographs, so they remained unseen for many years.]


When Hurrell photographed Novarro in a cassock and surplice, he brought a reverence to his work that bespoke his own years as an altar boy. These distinctly un-Hollywood images were Hurrell’s entrée to filmdom. The artist did not own a complete set of these photographs, so they remained unseen for many years.


In July 1928 Hurrell heard from Barnes; this time it was she who needed help from him. She had taken flying lessons and wanted a license, but an official at the National Aeronautic Association would not process her application if it showed she was a woman. The inflexible official was named Orville Wright. Yes, that Orville Wright. Twenty-five years after his historic flight, he was handling applications and believed that aviation was too dangerous for the fair sex. If a damsel were to be injured while flying, why, the future of aviation could be imperiled! Could Hurrell make Pancho’s application photo look like a man’s? He could and he did, right down to the engine grease under her fingernails. Pancho got her application approved and she got her license. She then installed a landing strip at Dos Rocas and bought a Travel Air biplane. Hurrell insisted on doing another session so that she could have a more appealing portrait. The retakes were made at Dos Rocas. He got his way. Pancho looked gorgeous, like a purring houri. Once she got her wings, though, she was hard to find.


While waiting for the next client to enter the Granada Shoppes, Hurrell picked up his palette and brush, and then something happened. “That slow pace got to me,” he said. “I saw that I’d have to get into that routine again, of doing things so much slower, and I found that I didn’t have the patience.” His rat-a-tat temperament was better suited to photography, so he studied it harder than ever, analyzing the work published in Vogue and Vanity Fair. There were exemplary portraits by James Abbe, Nickolas Muray, and Cecil Beaton, but one artist surpassed them all. Edward Steichen was chief photographer at Condé Nast publications because Vanity Fair’s editor Frank Crowninshield thought he was the greatest portrait photographer in the world. “A scientist and a speculative philosopher stand back of Steichen’s best pictures,” said poet Carl Sandburg. “They will not yield their meaning and essence on the first look nor the thousandth.” In August 1928 Steichen came to Los Angeles to photograph Greta Garbo and John Gilbert for Vanity Fair. On August 6 he took his gear to the M-G-M stage where Clarence Brown was directing them in A Woman of Affairs, a sanitized film version of Michael Arlen’s scandalous novel The Green Hat. The scene being filmed was an inquest, so both Garbo and Gilbert were in black. Steichen made his shots of the famous duo and was then given a challenging six minutes to photograph Garbo. The two images he captured are among his most famous.


Hurrell was doing copy work for Leon Gordon, another Earl Stendahl painter, when he heard that Steichen needed film processed. He was shooting photos of cigarette lighters for the Douglass Lighter Company and there was no darkroom in his suite at the Ambassador. “Steichen was sort of an ideal,” said Hurrell. “To me he was the great commercial photographer. I used to subscribe to Vogue and devour every picture he shot.” In short order, Steichen was standing behind Hurrell in his tiny, pitch-black darkroom as Hurrell gently agitated sheets of 4x5 film in a developing tray. “I apologized for the size of my darkroom,” said Hurrell. “It had been a lavatory.”


“Some of the best films I ever made I developed under a rug,” responded Steichen.


Hurrell showed the master some of his recent work. “His attempt to admire some of my prints was indeed a kindness,” said Hurrell, who told Steichen that he sometimes had trouble during a sitting. His tripod tended to fly out from under the camera.


“Never let your subject know when you are baffled,” Steichen counseled him. “Shoot the film anyway. Then make the change on your next shot. But be the master of the situation at all costs.”


When the film had dried and Steichen was leaving, he told Hurrell that Douglass was paying $1,500 for a total of three prints. [Roughly $45,000 in 2013.] After Steichen left, Hurrell wondered how much money a photographer could make if he worked for corporate clients—and had a name.


By January 1929 Pancho Barnes had resolved her marital crisis, was living her own life, and was readying herself for the first all-woman air race. She was also spending a good deal of time with Ramon Novarro, acting as both friend and adviser. He had been in Tahiti for two months making what would be his last silent film, The Pagan. With talking films overtaking the silents, he was anxious about his Mexican accent. His next picture would be a talkie, The Battle of the Ladies (later renamed Devil-May-Care). If his fans decided that his voice did not match the image he had created in silents, he could lose his career. For someone making $75,000 per film, this was a frightening thought. He did have a backup plan. His new contract allowed him to take time off for concerts. He was planning a tour of Europe in which he would sing excerpts from operas. If his talkie debut was not a success, he could have a singing career.


With this in mind, Novarro began rehearsing his repertoire in El Teatro Intimo, the small theater he had built in his mansion at 2265 West Twenty-Second Street in Los Angeles. He had costumes and wigs made so he could portray operatic characters such as Parsifal and Tonio, and though he needed photos of himself in these costumes, it would be impolitic to stroll into M-G-M’s portrait gallery with this ensemble. The publicity department would not pay for the photographs, and he had not finalized concert dates. He was pondering this when Pancho Barnes showed him the portraits Hurrell had made of her. It was unusual for a motion-picture star to patronize a photographer outside his company, but Novarro’s enthusiasm for Hurrell’s work overcame any qualms he might have had. He would go to Hurrell’s studio for a portrait but would tell no one at Metro.


Once again Pancho Barnes was helping George Hurrell. This time was different. Although Hurrell was unimpressed by “important” people, this was an opportunity to make money. And yet his excitement was giving way to doubt. The night before the session he sat alone in his atelier, slightly deflated. The world-famous Novarro had been photographed in richly appointed salons. What did this humble studio have to offer? A beat-up view camera, a rickety tripod, a used Verito lens, and two battered arc lights of the type used to simulate sunlight shining through a window on a movie set. His shooting area was less than 300 square feet, so there was little room for props. For a background he used the stippled plaster wall or a three-paneled screen. For film he was using outdated Eastman Commercial Ortho. Panchromatic film had become available a year earlier, but he had gotten a deal on some old stock from a wholesaler. Panchromatic film was the preferred stock for portraits because it “saw” the entire spectrum; orthochromatic film could not see red and saw too much blue. This made his subjects look burnished and exotic, which was what he wanted, and what they were learning to like. In many cases, they liked it because they liked him.


Hurrell was something of a mystery to his family and friends. He personified the duality of the Gemini twins, bouncing between gregarious brightness and solitary angst. His moodiness could be off-putting, but when he projected good will, his eccentric appeal charmed male and female, old and young alike. Hurrell would later describe himself as “this hearty young man with too much energy, ready for anything.”


In the giddy 1920s, all the “bright young things” had nicknames. One afternoon, “Pancho” left “Pete” (Novarro) and his costumes with “Georgie.” She then headed for Clover Field in Santa Monica, to prepare for the air races that would be held in a month. Hurrell directed Novarro to the upstairs area, which, like the European atelier, was small and had a window overlooking the studio. While the pleasant young man donned his first costume, Hurrell wound up his hand-cranked Victrola and played a record from his proliferating jazz collection. Novarro came downstairs in a black-and-silver charro costume. “Everyone takes me for a Spaniard,” said Novarro, “but I was born in Durango, Mexico. My real name is José Ramón Gil Samaniego.” He smiled and the mustache glued to his upper lip with spirit gum started to fall off. He thought it might look odd. Hurrell told him not to worry. He would fix it with retouching.


[image: Hurrell made this study of Novarro as Parsifal in San Marino in the summer of 1929.]


Hurrell made this study of Novarro as Parsifal in San Marino in the summer of 1929.


Novarro sat down and stared at the camera with a blank expression. Hurrell fired up the arc lights, and, as they flickered and buzzed, he stepped forward to analyze Novarro’s face. “Pete had photographically perfect features,” recalled Hurrell. “And he could face my camera with a blank expression.” Novarro was an accomplished actor, able to convey nuances of emotion with slight changes in expression. Still, he was out of sympathy with Hurrell’s music. “I’m old-fashioned in an age of jazz, gin, and jitters,” Novarro said. Hurrell put a classical recording on the Victrola. “Pete became more responsive,” said Hurrell. “After the fourth or fifth exposure, I knew I was catching something appealing.” As Hurrell played with light and shadow, he experienced the liberating pleasure of working with a gifted model. “I was really inspired,” he said. He was so inspired that when Barnes came back for Novarro, she had to wait for the session to wind down.


Novarro returned to the studio two days later for the “proof pass,” which can be an anxious moment for both subject and photographer. Even unretouched, the proofs were impressive. “You have caught my moods exactly,” he told Hurrell. “You have revealed what I am inside.” Novarro marked the proofs for retouching, an unusual skill for an actor at the time, and then scheduled a second sitting. And a third. “Every night we would take stills of one costume,” recalled Novarro. “And we had some really stunning photographs.” Hurrell shot him as characters from opera and from European history. Then the project was interrupted. On February 22, 1929, Novarro lost his brother to cancer. José Samaniego was twenty-four. Ironically, on the same day, at the dedication of the Grand Central Air Terminal in Glendale, Florence Barnes won the first all-woman air race, coming in twenty-four minutes ahead of her competitors. Because of Novarro’s bereavement, there was no celebration.


[image: Novarro asked Hurrell to name this portrait “The New Orpheus.” Fifty-two years later, a sale of this image set an art-world record.]


Novarro asked Hurrell to name this portrait “The New Orpheus.” Fifty-two years later, a sale of this image set an art-world record.


Novarro promised to resume the sessions with Hurrell after he returned from his first concert tour. He sailed for Europe in March and got as far as Berlin before grief took its toll. He was unable to perform. When he returned home in June, he secluded himself in a religious retreat at Loyola College. Not coincidentally, when he resumed shooting with Hurrell, the photos had a religious theme. Hurrell shot one session at Novarro’s home. While there, he noted the actor’s devotion to his family and the religious statuary in his quarters. Although Novarro ran with a fast crowd, he had another side; at home he was devout and introspective. Their last session took place on the grounds of Barnes’s San Marino estate. Novarro posed as Parsifal, and Barnes’s horse Lightning stood in for his mysterious steed. When Hurrell and Novarro showed Barnes the finished print, she exclaimed: “My God, George! Even the horse looks glamorous!”


Novarro was friendly with the German director F. W. Murnau, who had won acclaim for The Last Laugh and Sunrise. “So I went to Murnau,” said Novarro. “I had, let’s say, about fifty really first-class stills by George.” Murnau went through them, making stacks.


“Fine, fine, fine, fine,” said Murnau slowly. But when he finished, he had selected only five photographs for Novarro to use.


“Oh, Fred!” said Novarro. “I’m spending about a thousand dollars on this.”


“Ramon, these are very fine photographic studies, but they are not you,” said Murnau. “Your value at the box office is you. If you are going to act a Mexican drunk or something like that, and nobody knows it’s you, then it’s not worth anything.”


Novarro was unconvinced. He took the photographs to M-G-M’s publicity department. The reaction he got there was quite different. Instead of chiding him for using an outside photographer, the publicist got on the phone and arranged for a special spread in the rotogravure section of the Los Angeles Times. “Novarro with Impressions” ran on October 20, 1929, duly credited: “Photos by Hurrell.” A caption stated that Novarro was “planning to desert the cinema for the operatic stage.” In reality, a concert career was beginning to look redundant for Novarro. He had created a hit with his performance of “The Pagan Love Song” on the soundtrack of the otherwise silent film The Pagan and had sung numerous songs in the recently completed Devil-May-Care. His talkie debut was a great success. Novarro continued showing his portraits to other stars. For Hurrell, a satisfied customer would be the best advertising, and more.




“WHEN MY BABY SMILES AT ME”


Ramon Novarro had a long-standing friendship with Norma Shearer. She was on the set of her latest film, Their Own Desire, when he showed her his Hurrell images. “Why, Ramon!” she exclaimed. “You’ve never been photographed like this before!”


When it came to image, Shearer was astute. She was known for her delicate beauty and patrician profile. It was not generally known that she had worked for years to match the rest of her appearance to those attributes. When she was starting out in New York, she suffered painful rejections because of her “odd looks.” In 1920 the Broadway showman Florenz Ziegfeld gave her the once over and then showed her the door. That same year the pioneer moviemaker David Wark Griffith told her that her eyes were too blue to register on ortho film. “She will never forget that horrible moment,” said her husband, Irving Thalberg, “when D. W. Griffith told her to go home and forget about pictures.”


Shearer persevered, made films, and eventually came to Los Angeles. She signed with Louis B. Mayer Productions on February 28, 1923. Within a week, the bugaboo of her “odd looks” returned. Her first screen test was judged a failure. Mayer was about to cancel Shearer’s contract when a thoughtful cameraman took the time to light her properly. Ernest Palmer’s expertise made all the difference. Shearer began to study lighting and angles, insisted on certain cameramen, and went on to compete with beauties such as Eleanor Boardman, Carmel Myers, and Aileen Pringle.


In 1924 Mayer’s company merged with Metro Pictures and the Goldwyn Company to become Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. By the end of 1925 Shearer was an M-G-M star, and one of the top five box-office draws every year thereafter. In 1927 she married Irving Grant Thalberg, M-G-M’s vice president in charge of production. After a series of silent comedies, Shearer made her talkie debut in a drama, The Trial of Mary Dugan. Her voice recorded well, but she remained sensitive about her figure, her legs, and especially about her eyes. She suffered from a condition known as strabismus, which causes a misalignment of the eyes when focused at certain distances or in certain conditions, such as muscle fatigue. She exercised and practiced in a mirror to control the problem, but relied on cameramen such as William Daniels to make her look good on the screen. In the portrait gallery, she was not so fortunate.


Ruth Harriet Louise was M-G-M’s head portrait photographer. She was twenty-five, beautiful, and inventive. Her studies of Greta Garbo were exceptional, but her work could also be prosaic and perfunctory. Her usual practice was better suited to a firing squad than to a portrait gallery. She put her subjects against a blank wall and shot them with flat lighting. She rarely moved the camera closer than mid-length. After processing the negative, she would have it retouched and printed—as was the custom—but would then deviate from accepted practice by shooting a copy negative of only the subject’s head and shoulders. This copy negative became the official image. Predictably, the result was grainy, muddy, and marred by obvious retouching strokes. Far too many M-G-M stars had portraits that looked like this. Shearer suffered the worst because Louise did nothing to compensate for her eye problem. When Shearer complained to her powerful husband, he turned to her and said: “You wanted to be a motion-picture star?”
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