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Summaries
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Chapter 1: Who Was
Bette Davis?


 





Bette Davis, born
Ruth Elizabeth, left an indelible mark on American cinema through a
remarkable 50-year career that spanned over a century, boasting an
impressive repertoire of more than 100 performances. Recognized for
her trailblazing portrayals of unsympathetic and sardonic
characters,
she carved a niche as a pioneer of female villainy in the realm of
motion pictures.


 





A luminary across
diverse film genres, Davis seamlessly transitioned from
contemporary
crime melodramas to historical epics, suspenseful horror, and
occasional comedic roles, with her greatest triumphs often
unfolding
in the realm of romantic dramas. Her versatility knew no bounds,
and
her ability to embody a spectrum of characters solidified her
status
as a cinematic force to be reckoned with.


 





In 1930, at the
tender age of 22, Davis made the pivotal move from Broadway in New
York to the glittering world of Hollywood. It was a bold leap that
set the stage for her ascent to stardom. Her breakthrough came with
the role of a vulgar waitress in "Of Human Bondage" (1934),
earning her critical acclaim, even though she wasn't initially
among
the contenders for the Academy Award for Best Actress that
year.


 





The following year
marked the genesis of her Academy Award journey, securing her first
Best Actress nomination for the portrayal of a down-and-out actress
in "Dangerous" (1935), a role that ultimately earned her
the coveted statuette. Davis's career took an audacious turn in
1937
when she attempted to break free from her contract with Warner
Brothers Studio. Although the legal battle did not swing in her
favor, it signified the beginning of a decade-long reign as one of
Hollywood's most iconic leading ladies.


 





In 1937, she
delivered a stellar performance in "Marked Woman," a film
considered pivotal in her early career. The momentum continued as
she
clinched her second Academy Award for Best Actress for her
compelling
portrayal of a strong-willed 1850s southern belle in "Jezebel"
(1938). This marked the initiation of an extraordinary five-year
streak, during which she secured Best Actress nominations for "Dark
Victory" (1939), "The Letter" (1940), "The Little
Foxes" (1941), and "Now, Voyager" (1942).


 





Bette Davis's
cinematic legacy is not just defined by accolades but by her
fearless
exploration of diverse characters and genres, leaving an enduring
impact on the landscape of American cinema. Her journey is a
testament to the power of resilience, talent, and an unyielding
commitment to pushing the boundaries of artistic expression.


 





Davis, renowned for
her unyielding commitment to excellence, cultivated a reputation as
a
perfectionist within the realms of her craft. Characterized by an
aggressive and intense acting style, she demanded nothing short of
absolute dedication and performance, not only from herself but also
from studio executives, film directors, and co-stars. This
unwavering
pursuit of perfection manifested in her belligerent and
confrontational interactions behind the scenes.


 





Her distinctive
persona, marked by a candid demeanor, eccentric speech, and a
ubiquitous cigarette, contributed to the creation of a public image
that has since been widely imitated and celebrated. Davis's
approach
to her work was as unapologetic and bold as the characters she
portrayed on screen.


 





In the cinematic
landscape, "All About Eve" (1950) stands as a testament to
her enduring talent, where she embodied the role of a Broadway
star,
earning not only another Oscar nomination but also the coveted
Cannes
Film Festival Award for Best Actress. The iconic "What Ever
Happened to Baby Jane?" (1962), where she shared the screen with
her legendary counterpart Joan Crawford, marked her final Oscar
nomination.


 





As her career
unfolded, the later years saw Davis shine in notable productions
such
as "Death on the Nile" (1978) and "The Whales of
August" (1987), further solidifying her status as a cinematic
force even in the twilight of her career.


 





Despite grappling
with prolonged periods of ill health, Davis continued to grace the
silver screen and television until shortly before her demise from
breast cancer in 1989. Her unwavering dedication to her craft
remained undiminished, showcasing her resilience and passion for
the
art of acting.


 





However, behind the
glitz and glamour of her professional success lay a complex
personal
life. Having been married four times, divorced three times, and
widowed once, Davis navigated the intricate balance between her
career and personal connections. The unexpected death of her second
husband further underscored the challenges she faced in maintaining
a
harmonious personal life.


 





A testament to the
multifaceted nature of her life is the controversial book "My
Mother's Keeper," penned by her daughter B. D. Hyman in 1985.
This memoir delves into the intricacies of Davis's life, offering a
glimpse into the sacrifices and triumphs that shaped the iconic
actress both on and off the screen. Despite the controversies
surrounding the book, it stands as a testament to the indomitable
spirit of a woman who left an indelible mark on the world of
cinema.


 





In a groundbreaking
legacy, Davis assumed the role of the inaugural female president of
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Her indelible mark
extended beyond the silver screen as she co-founded the Hollywood
Canteen, a remarkable establishment that provided not just
sustenance
but also a haven for servicemen, offering food, dancing, and
entertainment during the tumultuous period of World War II. Davis's
unwavering commitment to both her craft and the greater community
underscored her multifaceted contributions to the realms of cinema
and societal well-being.


 





Adding to her
illustrious list of achievements, Davis carved another milestone as
the first woman to be honored with the American Film Institute's
prestigious Lifetime Achievement Award. This accolade served as a
testament to her enduring impact on the cinematic landscape and her
invaluable contributions to the art of film.


 





Her influence
transcended the silver screen, placing her in an esteemed position
on
the American Film Institute's compilation of the top female stars
from the classical Hollywood movie era. In the year 1999, Davis
earned the remarkable distinction of being ranked second, an
accolade
surpassed only by the iconic Katharine Hepburn. This acknowledgment
not only celebrated her unparalleled talent but also recognized her
as a trailblazer who paved the way for future generations of female
performers.


 





As the first woman
to receive such esteemed honors and titles in the film industry,
Davis's legacy became a beacon of inspiration for aspiring
actresses
and women in various fields. Her presidency at the Academy and her
dedication to supporting servicemen during a global conflict
showcased her resilience, compassion, and commitment to making a
positive impact on the world.


 





In essence, Bette
Davis's contributions extended far beyond the cinematic realm,
encompassing a legacy of trailblazing accomplishments, social
responsibility, and a lasting imprint on the collective
consciousness
of the entertainment industry. Her story remains an enduring
narrative of empowerment and achievement, inspiring generations to
come.

Chapter 2: Hollywood
and Warner Bros


 





Born on April 5,
1908, in Lowell, Massachusetts, Ruth Elizabeth Davis,
affectionately
known as "Betty" from her childhood, emerged into the world
with a destiny that would shape the landscape of American cinema.
Her
parents, Harlow Morrell Davis and Ruth Augusta Favór, laid the
foundation for a life marked by resilience, creativity, and a
relentless pursuit of her passions.


 





The Davis family
faced the challenges of divorce in 1915, a pivotal moment that
would
steer young Betty's trajectory. Her formative years were spent at
Crestalban, an idyllic boarding school nestled in the Berkshires of
Massachusetts, where she began to hone the tenacity and spirit that
would define her future endeavors.


 





In the fall of 1921,
Ruth Davis, fueled by determination, ventured to New York City.
Utilizing funds earmarked for her children's education, she
enrolled
in the Clarence White School of Photography, residing at 144th
Street
and Broadway. The world of photography became her canvas, and she
transitioned into the role of a portrait photographer, capturing
the
essence of her subjects with a keen eye.


 





Inspiration struck
in the form of a character from Honoré de Balzac's La Cousine
Bette,
leading Betty to modify the spelling of her first name to the
iconic
"Bette." This small but significant change foreshadowed the
transformative journey awaiting her in the realms of stage and
screen.


 





Engaging in
community activities, young Bette joined the Girl Scouts, where she
ascended the ranks to become a patrol leader during her time in New
York. Notably, her patrol claimed victory in a competitive dress
parade at Madison Square Garden, a testament to her emerging
leadership and vibrant spirit.


 





The path to
theatrical stardom unveiled itself during her time at Cushing
Academy, a boarding school in Ashburnham, Massachusetts. Here, she
encountered Harmon O. Nelson, affectionately known as Ham, a
meeting
that would weave into the fabric of her personal narrative. A
transformative moment occurred when, at 18, she witnessed a
theatrical production featuring Blanche Yurka and Peg Entwistle, an
experience that ignited her passion for the stage.


 





Recalling the
pivotal role of Peg Entwistle in her journey, Davis embarked on an
audition for Eva Le Gallienne's Manhattan Civic Repertory. Despite
facing rejection for her perceived "insincere" and
"frivolous" demeanor, this setback only fueled her
determination to carve a space for herself in the world of
theater.


 





As the chapters of
her early life unfolded, Bette Davis laid the groundwork for a
storied career that would not only redefine the cinematic landscape
but also leave an indelible mark on the history of American
entertainment. The journey had just begun, and the world awaited
the
emergence of a trailblazing talent destined for greatness.


 





Davis embarked on
her theatrical journey by auditioning for George Cukor's stock
theater company in Rochester, New York. Despite initial
reservations,
Cukor relented and bestowed upon her the opportunity to showcase
her
talents in a one-week engagement as a chorus girl in the play
"Broadway." This marked the commencement of Davis's foray
into the world of professional acting.


 





In the realm of
stage productions, Davis's inaugural professional role, as noted by
Ed Sikov, materialized in a 1929 Provincetown Players production of
Virgil Geddes' play "The Earth Between." The production,
though initially delayed by a year, became a stepping stone in
Davis's early career. The pivotal moment arrived when Blanche Yurka
personally selected Davis to portray Hedwig, a character she had
previously seen Peg Entwistle embody in "The Wild Duck" in
1929.


 





Transitioning to
Broadway, Davis made her debut in "Broken Dishes" in 1929,
followed by "Solid South," captivating audiences in cities
like Philadelphia, Washington, and Boston. The stage became her
canvas, and her performances resonated with a dynamic energy that
hinted at the promising career that lay ahead.


 





A turning point
materialized when, at the age of 22, Davis decided to test the
waters
of Hollywood. Encouraged by the impactful performance of Mary
Pickford in "Little Lord Fauntleroy," she set her sights on
a career in film. The journey to Hollywood, undertaken with her
mother, unfolded on a train, with Davis expressing her discontent
at
the absence of a studio representative to welcome them. Little did
she know that this would be the prelude to a career that would
shape
the landscape of cinema.


 





The Hollywood screen
test, initially met with failure, became a stepping stone rather
than
a stumbling block. Davis found herself in a series of screen tests
for other actors after the initial setback. In a candid 1971
interview with Dick Cavett, she recounted the surreal experience of
being asked to test with fifteen men, lying down on a couch as they
passionately kissed her. The innocence and discomfort she felt
during
this encounter painted a vivid picture of the challenges and
expectations faced by aspiring actresses of that era.


 





Undeterred by the
initial hurdles, Davis persevered and secured a second audition for
the 1931 film "A House Divided." However, she faced
opposition from director William Wyler, who, in a moment of
unfiltered candor, criticized actresses displaying their chests.
Davis, hastily attired in an ill-fitting costume with a low
neckline,
navigated the complexities of an industry that demanded both talent
and conformity.


 





The early chapters
of Davis's Hollywood odyssey were marked by challenges, auditions,
and a tenacious spirit that would become emblematic of her storied
career. Little did she know that each setback was a stepping stone
toward becoming a cinematic legend.


 





The leadership at
Universal Studios, led by Carl Laemmle, deliberated over the
prospect
of parting ways with Davis. However, cinematographer Karl Freund
intervened, extolling the virtues of her "beautiful eyes"
and advocating that she would be an ideal fit for "Bad Sister"
(1931), marking her inaugural venture into the realm of cinema.


 





Amidst the
uncertainty of her Hollywood debut, Davis found herself on the
precipice of dismissal when she overheard Carl Laemmle Jr., the
chief
of production for the film, making comparisons that questioned her
sex appeal in relation to Slim Summerville, one of the co-stars.
Undeterred, Davis forged ahead, landing a role in "Seed"
(1931), albeit one too fleeting to garner widespread recognition,
and
the film itself proved to be a commercial disappointment.


 





Despite the initial
setbacks, her tenure with Universal Studios was extended for three
months. She briefly appeared in "Waterloo Bridge" (1931)
before being loaned out to Columbia Pictures for "The Menace"
and Capital Films for "Hell's House," both in 1932.
However, Laemmle, unswayed by these subsequent efforts, decided
against renewing her contract after a year and six films that
failed
to meet expectations.


 





In a fortuitous turn
of events, Davis's fortunes changed when actor George Arliss cast
her
in the Warner Bros. film "The Man Who Played God" (1932).
She attributed this opportunity to Arliss, considering it her
pivotal
"break" in Hollywood, a sentiment she carried with her
throughout her illustrious career. The Saturday Evening Post, in a
flattering appraisal, remarked, "She is not only lovely but
bubbles with charm," drawing favorable comparisons to Constance
Bennett and Olive Borden. Following this breakthrough, she entered
into a five-year contract with Warner Bros., marking the beginning
of
an enduring 18-year association with the studio.


 





On August 18, 1932,
Davis exchanged vows with Harmon Oscar Nelson for the first time in
Yuma, Arizona. The press closely scrutinized their union,
highlighting the economic disparity between them—Nelson's $100
weekly earnings paled in comparison to Davis's reported $1,000
weekly
income. In interviews, Davis addressed the financial dissonance
prevalent in many Hollywood marriages, where wives often outearned
their husbands. However, Nelson grappled with the situation,
staunchly refusing to let Davis purchase a house until he could
independently afford it. Amidst the complexities of their marriage,
Davis faced numerous abortions, a poignant reflection of the
personal
challenges woven into the fabric of her early Hollywood
journey.


 





Davis emerged into
the limelight with her breakthrough performance as the acerbic and
disheveled Mildred Rogers in the RKO Radio adaptation of W.
Somerset
Maugham's novel, "Of Human Bondage" (1934). This role
marked a departure from conventional portrayals, as many actresses
were apprehensive about embodying unsympathetic characters. Despite
numerous rejections, Davis perceived it as a golden opportunity to
demonstrate the breadth of her acting prowess. Leslie Howard, her
co-star, initially harbored reservations, but as the filming
progressed, he underwent a transformation, acknowledging and
praising
her remarkable abilities. Director John Cromwell granted her
creative
freedom, trusting her instincts and allowing her to shape the
character as she saw fit. Reflecting on her portrayal of a
character
facing the grim realities of consumption, destitution, and neglect,
Davis remarked, "The terminal phases are not pretty, and I
intended to be convincing-looking."


 





The film resonated
with audiences and critics alike, catapulting Davis into the
spotlight. Life magazine lauded her performance as "perhaps the
finest ever recorded on the screen by a U.S. actress." Expecting
this success to translate into more substantial roles, Davis was
disheartened when Jack L. Warner opted not to lend her to Columbia
Studios for the coveted film "It Happened One Night."
Instead, she found herself cast in the melodrama "Housewife."


 





Discontent echoed in
the Hollywood Citizen News, questioning Davis's omission from the
Academy Award nominations for "Of Human Bondage." Norma
Shearer, a fellow nominee, rallied support for Davis, triggering
unprecedented changes in the Academy's voting procedures. Academy
president Howard Estabrook announced a groundbreaking shift,
allowing
voters to write in their personal choices for winners, thus
acknowledging candidates not officially nominated. This controversy
prompted a fundamental transformation in the Academy's voting
mechanism the following year, with nominations determined by the
votes of all eligible members within a specific branch,
revolutionizing the landscape of recognition in the film
industry.


 





In 1936, feeling
that her career was suffering due to a series of lackluster films,
Davis ventured to Britain to star in two productions, seeking
respite
from what she perceived as a string of cinematic missteps.
Recognizing that she had breached her contract with Warner Bros.,
she
sought sanctuary in Canada, strategically evading the service of
court documents. Subsequently, Davis pursued legal recourse in the
United Kingdom, aiming to extricate herself from her contractual
obligations. Recollecting the courtroom drama, she vividly
remembered
Warner Bros. lawyer Patrick Hastings characterizing her as a "bad
young lady" driven solely by financial motives. Mocking her
depiction of the contract as "slavery," Hastings mistakenly
claimed she was compensated $1,350 per week, humorously suggesting
that he would consider permanent service for such remuneration. The
British press, however, offered little sympathy, portraying her as
overpaid and unappreciative.


 





Amidst the legal
turmoil, Davis candidly shared her realization with a journalist,
expressing her concern that persisting in subpar projects would
jeopardize the very career she sought to salvage. Her lawyer
presented a litany of grievances, asserting that she could be
terminated without pay for refusing a role, with the suspension
period extending her contract. Additionally, she could be compelled
to play any part, irrespective of personal beliefs, endorse a
political party against her will, and have her image used at the
studio's discretion. Jack Warner, unyielding, affirmed that she
must
accept any role assigned, even if disagreeable and cheap.


 





Ultimately, Davis
lost the legal battle, compelling her to return to Hollywood in
1937.
Burdened by debt and lacking a stable income source, she faced the
daunting task of reigniting her career. The legal precedent set by
Davis's case would resurface in 1943 when Olivia de Havilland
initiated and triumphed in a similar lawsuit, reshaping the
dynamics
of contractual relationships in Hollywood.


 





Embarking on the
production of Marked Woman (1937), Davis assumed the role of a
prostitute in a contemporary gangster drama inspired by the Lucky
Luciano case. Her exceptional portrayal garnered her the
prestigious
Volpi Cup at the 1937 Venice Picture Festival, marking a
significant
accolade in her burgeoning career. Following this triumph, Davis
found herself immersed in the making of Jezebel (1938), a film that
not only propelled her to stardom but also kindled a romantic
connection with the director, William Wyler. Describing Wyler as
the
"love of my life," Davis reminisced about the unparalleled
joy she experienced while working on the film, deeming it "the
most perfect happiness of my life." The movie resonated with
audiences, securing Davis her second Academy Award for her
compelling
depiction of a privileged Southern belle.


 





In the aftermath of
Jezebel's success, speculations swirled about Davis potentially
portraying Scarlett O'Hara in the much-anticipated Gone with the
Wind, a character of comparable magnitude. Expressing her keen
interest in the role, Davis became the fan favorite in a radio poll
conducted as David O. Selznick searched for the ideal actress.
Despite an offer that included Davis, Errol Flynn, and Olivia de
Havilland, Selznick deemed her unsuitable for the part, ultimately
casting Vivien Leigh as Scarlett and Olivia de Havilland as
Melanie.
Although Davis missed the opportunity, both Leigh and de Havilland
received Oscar nominations, with Leigh claiming the coveted
statuette.


 





Jezebel marked the
inception of Davis's most triumphant era, solidifying her status as
a
leading figure in Hollywood. Recognized in the annual Quigley Poll
of
the Top Ten Money-Making Stars, Davis's impact extended beyond
critical acclaim to tangible success at the box office, earning the
acclaim and admiration of movie exhibitors nationwide.


 





While Davis basked
in the glow of her triumphs, her husband, Ham Nelson, faced a
challenging journey to establish his own identity, placing a strain
on their marital bond. Amid the struggles, Nelson stumbled upon
information suggesting Davis's involvement with Howard Hughes in
1938, leading him to file for divorce, citing Davis's "cruel and
inhuman attitude" as grounds. This tumultuous chapter in her
personal life unfolded against the backdrop of Davis's continued
professional ascent.


 





The emotional
turbulence spilled onto the set of her subsequent film, Dark
Victory
(1939), where Davis contemplated stepping away from the project.
Producer Hal B. Wallis intervened, persuading her to channel her
grief into her performance. The film emerged as one of the
highest-grossing of the year, and Davis's portrayal of Judith
Traherne earned her an Academy Award nomination. In retrospect,
Davis
cherished this particular performance as her favorite, underscoring
the transformative power of art in navigating personal
challenges.


 





The year 1939 proved
to be a prolific one for Davis, featuring her in three more
box-office hits: The Old Maid, co-starring Miriam Hopkins; Juarez,
alongside Paul Muni; and The Private Lives of Elizabeth and Essex,
sharing the screen with Errol Flynn. Notably, she ventured into the
realm of color films, a rarity during that era, by portraying the
aged Elizabeth I of England. To embody the character authentically,
Davis even went as far as altering her hairline and brows,
showcasing
her dedication to her craft.


 





During the filming
of this venture, actor Charles Laughton paid her a visit on set,
providing a pivotal moment in Davis's career. Expressing her
discontent, she uttered the mantra, "I have a 'Never, never,
never...'" This philosophy, emphasizing the pursuit of
challenges beyond one's perceived capabilities, became a guiding
principle for Davis. In later years, she acknowledged Laughton's
influence, attributing his wisdom to her enduring success in the
ever-evolving landscape of the film industry.


 





At this juncture,
Davis had firmly established herself as the cash cow for Warner
Bros., holding the coveted position as their most lucrative star.
She
seamlessly transitioned into pivotal female lead roles, carefully
curating her on-screen presence. While occasionally taking on
supporting characters, her performances were strategically captured
in close-ups, accentuating the allure of her captivating eyes.
Notably, All This, and Heaven Too (1940) marked a pinnacle in
Davis's
commercial success, solidifying her cinematic prowess.


 





In the aftermath of
her triumph, The Hollywood Reporter hailed The Letter (1940) as one
of the standout films of the year. Davis received acclaim for her
portrayal of an unfaithful murderer, a character brought to life by
the legendary Katharine Cornell. Concurrently, Davis navigated the
complexities of her personal life, grappling with a proposal of
marriage from her former co-star George Brent. However, fate had
other plans as she crossed paths with Arthur Farnsworth, a charming
New England innkeeper and scion of a Vermont dentist. Opting for a
second union, Davis and Farnsworth exchanged vows in December 1940
at
the picturesque Home Ranch in Rimrock, Arizona.


 





Breaking new ground,
Davis assumed the mantle of the first female president of the
Academy
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in January 1941. However, her
assertive demeanor and visionary initiatives clashed with the
sensibilities of committee members, leading to tensions. Unfazed by
the prospect of being a mere figurehead, Davis resigned in the face
of opposition, making way for her predecessor, Walter Wanger, to
resume the position.


 





Undeterred, Davis
graced the silver screen with three compelling films in 1941. The
first among them was The Great Lie, a cinematic venture where she
shared the spotlight with George Brent. Surprisingly departing from
her usual roles, Davis portrayed a gentle and empathetic character,
showcasing her versatility and adding a delightful twist to her
repertoire.


 





In the realm of
Lillian Hellman's The Little Foxes (1941), Davis found herself
under
the directorial guidance of William Wyler for the third time.
However, their collaboration took an intriguing turn as they
grappled
with the embodiment of the character Regina Giddens, a role that
had
initially graced the Broadway stage through the artistry of
Tallulah
Bankhead. It's worth noting that Davis had previously undertaken a
character introduced by Bankhead in Dark Victory.


 





As the creative
forces clashed, Wyler advocated for Davis to channel Bankhead's
interpretation of Regina, aiming for continuity with the original
portrayal. In contrast, Davis harbored a desire to infuse the
character with her own artistic essence, forging a distinctive
rendition that resonated with her unique approach to acting. This
creative tension reached its zenith, leaving an indelible mark on
the
production.


 





Despite the artistic
discord, Davis delivered a compelling performance that earned her
yet
another Academy Award nomination, attesting to her ability to
breathe
life into complex characters. The clash with Wyler, however, marked
the conclusion of their collaborative journey, as they chose
separate
artistic paths thereafter.


 





This episode in
Davis's career serves as a testament to the artistic integrity she
brought to her craft. In her quest to redefine and breathe life
into
characters, she navigated the delicate balance between respecting
the
legacy of the stage and infusing her own creative imprint. The
tension with Wyler became a footnote in her illustrious career,
showcasing her commitment to authenticity and artistic
individuality.

Chapter 3: Hardships
and War-Related Actions


 





In the early months
of 1942, Davis embarked on a mission to support the war effort,
dedicating her time to selling war bonds in the wake of the
devastating attack on Pearl Harbor. In a poignant conversation with
Jack Warner, she emphasized the resonance her more assertive
performances, colloquially labeled as "bitch" acts, held
with audiences. Despite Warner's initial reservations about her
persuasive tactics, Davis proved her mettle by selling an
impressive
$2 million worth of bonds in just two days. To further contribute,
she auctioned a photograph of herself from the film Jezebel for
$250,000.


 





During this period,
Davis took on a remarkable role as the sole white member in Hattie
McDaniel's ensemble, alongside luminaries like Lena Horne and Ethel
Waters. Together, they performed for black battalions, using their
artistry to uplift and entertain troops during a crucial time in
history.


 





Teaming up with
Warner, Cary Grant, and Jule Styne, Davis played a pivotal role in
transforming an old nightclub into the iconic Hollywood Canteen.
Launched on October 3, 1942, at the behest of John Garfield, the
canteen became a haven where the biggest names in Hollywood
volunteered to entertain and boost the spirits of the troops. Davis
ensured that each night featured prominent figures to interact with
the visiting soldiers.


 





Her dedication to
this endeavor extended to the big screen, where she portrayed
herself
in the 1944 film Hollywood Canteen. Blending a fictional plot
within
the canteen setting, the film showcased Davis's commitment to
lifting
the spirits of the troops. Reflecting on this period later in life,
she expressed profound pride in her contribution to the Hollywood
Canteen, considering it among the few things she held in high
regard.


 





While initially
disinterested in Now, Voyager (1942), Davis's perspective shifted
when Hal Wallis enlightened her about the need for love dramas to
provide solace to female audiences amid the challenges of their
daily
lives. The film, subsequently, became one of her most celebrated
"women's photographs." In a memorable scene, co-star Paul
Henreid lights two cigarettes, sharing an intense gaze with Davis,
earning acclaim from critics. The National Board of Review
commended
her performance for infusing the screenplay with a dignity that
transcended its inherent limitations.


 





Amid the early
1940s, Davis's film choices bore the indelible mark of wartime
influence. Notable among them were Lillian Hellman's Watch on the
Rhine (1943) and Thank Your Lucky Actors (1943), a jubilant
all-star
musical extravaganza where each luminary contributed their earnings
to the Hollywood Canteen. Davis showcased her vocal prowess in the
film, delivering a captivating rendition of "They're Either Too
Young or Too Old," a whimsical tune that soared to popularity
after the movie's premiere.


 





In the 1943
cinematic offering Old Acquaintance, Davis shared the screen with
Miriam Hopkins in a poignant exploration of the complexities that
arise when lifelong friends navigate the challenges of one becoming
a
successful novelist. Throughout the narrative, Davis perceived a
subtle rivalry from Hopkins, often jesting that she held nothing
back
in a scene where her character was meant to confront Hopkins with
intense fervor. Director Vincent Sherman recalled the palpable
competition and underlying tension between the two actresses.


 





Tragedy struck Davis
in August 1943 when her husband, Arthur Farnsworth, passed away
just
two days after collapsing on a Hollywood street. An autopsy
revealed
a skull fracture he had sustained two weeks prior, and Davis,
testifying at the inquest, professed her lack of knowledge
regarding
any circumstances leading to the injury. Despite the accidental
nature of his demise, grief weighed heavily on Davis, prompting her
initial inclination to withdraw from her upcoming film, Mr.
Skeffington (1944). However, Jack Warner, recognizing the emotional
toll and suspending production in the aftermath of Farnsworth's
death, encouraged Davis to persevere.


 





During the
production of Mr. Skeffington, Davis exhibited behavior that
deviated
from her usual straightforward and demanding reputation. Vincent
Sherman found himself incensed as she refused to shoot certain
scenes
and insisted on the reconstruction of specific sets. Engaging in
impromptu language, she left her fellow actors bewildered and
provoked the ire of Julius Epstein, the writer compelled to rewrite
sections to accommodate her whims. Davis later justified her
actions,
stating, "I lashed out rather than whined when I was most
unhappy." Some critics, however, criticized Davis for her
exaggerated portrayal, accusing her of "displaying the evils of
egocentricity on a marathon scale."


 





In 1945, Davis
entered her third marriage with William Grant Sherry, an artist who
also worked as a masseur. Intrigued by his professed ignorance of
her
celebrity status and his fearlessness in her presence, Davis found
a
unique connection. During this period, she declined the titular
role
in Mildred Pierce (1945), a part that earned Joan Crawford an
Academy
Award. Instead, Davis took the directorial helm for The Corn Is
Green
(1945), an adaptation of Emlyn Williams' play.


 





The film revolves
around Miss Moffat, an English teacher who rescues a young Welsh
miner from a life in the coal mines through the gift of education.
While Ethel Barrymore had portrayed the role in the theatrical
version, Warner Bros. envisioned a younger portrayal for the film
adaptation. Davis, however, disagreed and insisted on adhering to
the
character's original depiction, complete with a gray wig and
padding
to convey a dowdy appearance. The film garnered favorable reviews
and
grossed $2.2 million.


 





Following this
success, Davis's subsequent venture, A Stolen Life (1946), marked
her
sole production under her own banner, BD Productions. This foray
into
independent production showcased her multifaceted involvement in
the
filmmaking process and hinted at a desire for creative
autonomy.


 





Davis embraced a
dual role in her next cinematic venture, portraying both a twin and
a
half-brother. The film, despite receiving a mix of reviews and
being
labeled by Bosley Crowther as "a distressingly hollow piece,"
emerged as one of her most significant box office triumphs,
amassing
a substantial $2.5 million. In a testament to her financial
prowess,
the US Treasury declared Davis the highest-paid woman in the
country
in 1947, attributing a significant portion of her earnings to the
film's success.


 





Transitioning to
Deception (1946), Davis faced a unique challenge as it marked her
first film that failed to turn a profit. Despite this setback, her
unwavering commitment to diverse roles and cinematic exploration
continued.


 





Possessed (1947)
held special significance for Davis as it was crafted exclusively
for
her talents. Originally slated to be her immediate follow-up to
Deception, the film took an unexpected turn when Davis found
herself
expecting a child, prompting a temporary hiatus for maternity
leave.
During this time, Joan Crawford stepped into the limelight and
earned
an Academy Award nomination for Best Actress for her compelling
performance in Possessed. In 1947, Davis welcomed her daughter,
Barbara Davis Sherry (known as B.D.), into the world at the age of
39. Expressing conflicting sentiments in her biography, Davis
admitted to contemplating a potential exit from her profession to
focus on parenting. However, the magnetic pull of the silver screen
proved irresistible, leading her to resume her acting career.


 





Despite her return,
the relationship between Davis and her daughter B.D. faced
challenges, coinciding with a gradual decline in Davis's appeal to
moviegoers. This complex interplay between personal life and
professional endeavors added layers to Davis's narrative,
portraying
a woman navigating the intricate intersection of motherhood and
stardom.


 





In 1951, Davis
encountered a pivotal opportunity with the role of Rose Sayer in
The
African Queen. However, she turned down the part upon learning that
the filming would take place in Africa, expressing her disinterest
to
Jack Warner by stating, "I'm not interested if you can't film
the image in a boat on the rear lot." The role ultimately went
to Katharine Hepburn, who earned an Academy Award nomination for
her
outstanding performance in the film. Davis's decision reflected her
dedication to choosing roles aligned with her preferences and
logistical considerations, showcasing her uncompromising approach
to
her craft.


 





Approached with the
prospect of starring in the cinematic adaptation of Virginia
Kellogg's prison drama, "Women Without Men," Davis was
unequivocal about her refusal to participate in what she deemed a
"dyke movie," originally intended to pair her with Joan
Crawford. The central roles in the film "Caged" (1950) were
ultimately portrayed by Eleanor Parker, who received an Academy
Award
nomination for Best Actress, and Agnes Moorehead.


 





In 1948, Davis found
herself cast in the dramatic "Winter Meeting." Initially
enthusiastic, her excitement waned when she discovered Warner's
intention to employ "softer" lighting to mitigate the
effects of aging. Reflecting on similar lighting techniques used
for
Ruth Chatterton and Kay Francis, Davis discerned a subtle attempt
to
downplay her age. Compounding her dissatisfaction, she harbored
reservations about her leading man, James Davis, in his inaugural
significant film role. Script revisions due to censorship
constraints
and the removal of character nuances that had initially intrigued
her
further fueled her discontent. Bosley Crowther's critique labeled
the
film as "interminable," asserting that of all the
challenges Davis had faced, this one was perhaps the most
formidable.
The movie faltered at the box office, resulting in a staggering
loss
of approximately $1 million for the studio.


 





A rift emerged
between Davis and co-star Robert Montgomery during the filming of
"June Bride" (1948), with Davis later characterizing him as
a "male Miriam Hopkins" with a penchant for scene-stealing.
Despite being her first foray into comedy in several years and
garnering favorable reviews, the film failed to resonate with
audiences, achieving only modest profitability.


 





Despite the lukewarm
reception of her recent films at the box office, Davis entered into
a
four-film contract with Warner Bros. in 1949. The lucrative
agreement, compensating her at a rate of $10,285 per week,
solidified
her position as the highest-paid woman in America. This strategic
move underscored Davis's resilience and unwavering commitment to
her
craft, navigating the complexities of Hollywood with a business
acumen that mirrored her on-screen intensity.


 





Contrary to Davis's
usual practice, Jack Warner deliberately withheld the script of
"Beyond the Forest" (1949) from her before casting her in
the lead role. Upon finally perusing the screenplay, Davis found it
to be less than favorable and appealed to Warner for a recasting,
only to be met with staunch resistance. Despite her disdain for the
project, her plea for release from the contractual obligations was
eventually granted upon the completion of the film.


 





The reception of
"Beyond the Forest" was overwhelmingly negative, prompting
scathing critiques that marked an unexpected and less-than-stellar
finale to Davis's illustrious career. Dorothy Manners, in her
review
for the Los Angeles Examiner, deemed it "an awful finale to her
wonderful career." Hedda Hopper echoed this sentiment,
suggesting that if Davis had intentionally sought to harm her
career,
she could not have chosen a more detrimental vehicle.


 





The film's impact
transcended the realm of cinema, permeating popular culture and
leaving an enduring mark on Davis's legacy. The iconic line "What
a dump!" from "Beyond the Forest" found itself
immortalized after being referenced in Edward Albee's acclaimed
play
"Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?" This phrase became
intimately associated with Davis, with impersonators seizing the
opportunity to incorporate it into their acts. Arthur Blake, a
renowned post-World War II female impersonator, notably showcased
his
skill in emulating Bette Davis, most prominently in the 1952 film
"Diplomatic Courier." The convergence of theatrical
imitation and Davis's iconic line underscored the indelible impact
of
"Beyond the Forest" on the broader cultural landscape.

Chapter 4: Later
Career and Death


 





In 1961, Davis
ventured onto Broadway, making her debut in "The Night of the
Iguana." However, the reception was a mixed bag, with reviews
spanning a spectrum of opinions. Citing "chronic sickness,"
Davis made an unexpected exit after merely four months, leaving the
production.


 





Shortly thereafter,
she graced the silver screen alongside Glenn Ford and Hope Lange in
Frank Capra's 1961 film "Pocketful of Miracles." A remake
of Capra's own 1933 film "Lady for a Day," this cinematic
venture, based on a Damon Runyon novella, showcased Davis in a
different light. However, the film encountered challenges,
including
exhibitors' objections to her top billing, fearing it might
adversely
affect the box office. Despite the presence of Ford, the film did
not
perform as expected commercially.


 





In 1962, a pivotal
opportunity arose when Joan Crawford expressed interest in the
Grand
Guignol horror film "What Ever Happened to Baby Jane?"
Davis, considering it a strategic move, embraced the project,
believing it could tap into the audience captivated by Alfred
Hitchcock's "Psycho" (1960). Negotiating a unique deal, she
secured 10% of the global gross earnings on top of her regular
salary. The film ultimately emerged as a major success in 1962.


 





In this cinematic
endeavor, Davis shared the screen with Crawford, portraying two
aging
sisters compelled to cohabit a dilapidated Hollywood residence due
to
unforeseen circumstances. The stakes were high, and director Robert
Aldrich revealed that, despite their mutual disdain, both Davis and
Crawford recognized the film's pivotal role in rejuvenating their
careers. Aldrich remarked, "It's proper to say that they
genuinely despised each other, yet they behaved absolutely well,"
underscoring the professional commitment that transcended personal
animosities during the filming of "What Ever Happened to Baby
Jane?"


 





Upon wrapping up the
film, their public statements about each other set the stage for a
lifelong feud to unfold. Following Davis's Academy Award
nomination,
Crawford took an unconventional step by reaching out to the absent
Best Actress nominees, offering to collect the award on their
behalf
if any of them emerged victorious. When Davis clinched the honor,
Crawford stepped into the spotlight, graciously accepting the
trophy
on behalf of Anne Bancroft, the declared winner. Despite their
mutual
animosity, both actresses couldn't resist acknowledging each
other's
prowess. To Crawford, Davis was a "fascinating actress,"
yet the on-set collaboration remained confined to a single project.
In Davis's eyes, Crawford was a skilled professional, albeit
consumed
by an obsession with her appearance and an air of narcissism. Ryan
Murphy later transformed this intense dynamic into the 2017 limited
series, "Feud."


 





Davis's stellar
performance also earned her a BAFTA nomination. Adding a unique
twist
to her journey, Davis's daughter Barbara (credited as B.D. Merrill)
made a brief appearance in the same film. During the promotional
activities at Cannes, Barbara crossed paths with Jeremy Hyman, an
executive at Seven Arts Productions. With Davis's blessing, the
16-year-old Barbara embarked on a whirlwind romance with Hyman,
resulting in their marriage.


 





In October 1962, CBS
announced a creative solution for the absence of Raymond Burr from
four episodes of the Perry Mason series due to surgery. Davis, an
avid Perry Mason enthusiast, became the first guest star to step
into
the spotlight, contributing to the episode titled "The Case of
Constant Doyle." The premiere on January 31, 1963, marked the
culmination of filming that commenced on December 12, 1962.


 





Venturing into
television, Davis made her impactful debut as Celia Miller in the
1962 episode "The Accomplice" of the TV western series, The
Virginian. This marked a significant foray into the small screen
for
an actress renowned for her prowess on the cinematic stage.


 





In September 1962,
Davis took a bold and somewhat tongue-in-cheek step to rejuvenate
her
career by placing an advertisement in Variety. The ad, placed under
the guise of a "Mother of three – 10, 11, and 15 –
divorcee," appeared in the "Situations wanted - women
artists" section. In it, the seasoned American actress with
three decades of cinematic experience and Broadway appearances
presented herself as mobile, more amiable than rumored, and on the
lookout for a stable job in Hollywood. Davis later insisted that it
was intended as a playful jest, a humorous foray into the world of
self-promotion that would eventually pave the way for a remarkable
comeback spanning several years.


 





In the ensuing
years, Davis took on diverse roles that showcased her versatility.
In
the crime drama Dead Ringer (1964), she portrayed twin sisters, a
film that served as a remake of the Mexican production La Otra. The
romantic drama Where Love Has Gone (1964), adapted from a Harold
Robbins novel, featured Davis in a role fraught with on-set
tensions,
particularly with co-star Susan Hayward.


 





Robert Aldrich's
directorial venture, Hush...Hush, Sweet Charlotte (1964), intended
as
a reunion for Davis and Crawford, faced a setback when Crawford
withdrew from the project, citing illness. Olivia de Havilland
stepped in, and the film became a major success, reintroducing
classic actors like Joseph Cotten, Mary Astor, Agnes Moorehead, and
Cecil Kellaway to a new generation of audiences.


 





Embracing the
television landscape, Davis took the lead role in Aaron Spelling's
sitcom The Decorator in the following year. Unfortunately, the
project hit a roadblock, getting canceled after a recorded pilot
episode that never saw the light of day. By the close of the
decade,
Davis found herself in a lull, marked by appearances in British
films
like The Nanny (1965), The Anniversary (1968), and Connecting Rooms
(1970), none of which garnered positive reviews.


 





The turning point in
Davis's life came in 1983 when she was diagnosed with breast cancer
shortly after filming the pilot episode for the television series
Hotel. Opting for a mastectomy, Davis faced a challenging
aftermath,
enduring four strokes within two weeks of surgery. This left her
with
paralysis on the left side of her face and arm, along with slurred
speech. Undeterred, she embarked on an extensive journey of
physical
therapy, aided by her personal assistant Kathryn Sermak, and
managed
a partial recovery from the paralysis. Davis, known for her
resilience, maintained a smoking habit of 100 cigarettes a day,
even
into her later years.


 





During this phase,
the bond between Davis and her daughter B.D. Hyman underwent a
significant deterioration, precipitated by Hyman's newfound
commitment as a born-again Christian. As Hyman sought to impart her
spiritual convictions to Davis, the chasm between them widened.
Davis, despite her own struggles with health, journeyed to England
to
film the Agatha Christie mystery Murder with Mirrors in 1985. Upon
her return, she was confronted with an unexpected revelation—Hyman
had penned My Mother's Keeper, a literary work delving into their
complex mother-daughter relationship, shedding light on Davis's
assertive and intoxicated episodes.


 





The portrayal
presented in Hyman's book stirred controversy among Davis's circle
of
friends, who voiced their discontent, citing the narrative's
alleged
lack of context. Amidst the tumult, an archival 60 Minutes
interview
with Hyman, praising Davis's parenting skills and embracing her
mother's ideals, resurfaced. This added a layer of complexity to
the
public discourse, challenging the narrative painted by Hyman in her
written account.


 





Critics of Hyman
argued that Davis had been a pillar of financial support for the
Hyman family over the years, even safeguarding them from the brink
of
losing their home. Gary Merrill, despite the acrimonious divorce
from
Davis years earlier, emerged as a staunch defender, accusing Hyman
of
harboring motives rooted in "cruelty and greed" in a candid
interview with CNN. The fissures extended to the familial realm,
with
Michael Merrill, Davis's adoptive son, severing ties with Hyman and
choosing to no longer engage with her. Davis, facing the brunt of
the
strained relationship, went to the extent of disinheriting her
daughter—a poignant decision reflective of the depth of the discord
that had befallen their once-close connection.


 





In her second
memoir, "This 'n That," unveiled to the public in 1987,
Davis bared her soul, grappling with the profound impact of her
daughter's clandestine endeavor—writing a book about her without
her knowledge. The revelation left Davis in a state of disbelief,
comparing it to the aftermath of her stroke, deeming both as
life-altering episodes that etched indelible marks on her
existence.
With poignant candor, she confessed, "I'll never be able to
recuperate as fully from B.D.'s book as I did from the stroke. Both
were life-changing events."


 





The memoir's
emotional crescendo unfolded in a letter penned directly to her
daughter, whom she addressed as Hyman throughout, underscoring a
palpable sense of disconnection. Davis, in no uncertain terms,
condemned what she perceived as a "blatant lack of devotion and
thankfulness for the extraordinarily privileged life I believe you
have been granted." She concluded the missive with a resolute
stance, weaving in the financial aspect by invoking the title of
Hyman's book, asserting her enduring role as the guardian of her
daughter's financial well-being.


 





Despite the personal
upheaval, Davis continued to grace the screen with her formidable
presence. In Lindsay Anderson's film "The Whales of August"
(1987), she took on the role of the blind sister to Lillian Gish,
displaying her unwavering commitment to her craft even in the face
of
challenging health conditions. Critics, while acknowledging her
resilience, painted a vivid portrait, describing her on-screen
persona as a "testy old hornet on a windowpane, snarling,
staggering, twitching—a symphony of misfired synapses."


 





The year 1987
brought recognition of Davis's illustrious career, as she was
honored
as a Kennedy Center Honoree for her substantial contributions to
the
world of film. Undeterred by her health challenges, Davis plunged
into another project—Larry Cohen's "Wicked Stepmother"
(1989), portraying the role of the Wicked Stepmother. However, the
production was marred by conflict, culminating in Davis walking off
the set during a dispute with Cohen. The ensuing script
adjustments,
placing more focus on Barbara Carrera's character, reflected the
complexities of Davis's final cinematic endeavor, leaving an
indelible mark on her enduring legacy.


 





In the aftermath of
her departure from "Wicked Stepmother" and the subsequent
dearth of film offers, Bette Davis transitioned to the realm of
talk
shows, gracing the sets of notable hosts such as Johnny Carson,
Joan
Rivers, Larry King, and David Letterman. While she harbored
aspirations to portray the centenarian in Craig Calman's "The
Turn of the Century" and collaborated on adapting the stage play
into a feature-length screenplay, the cinematic opportunity
remained
elusive. Despite the silence surrounding her familial discord,
Davis
engaged passionately in discussions about her illustrious career,
steering clear of any mention of her daughter.


 





The public reception
to Davis's talk show appearances was nothing short of effusive, as
noted by Lindsay Anderson. Observing her on the screen, he
remarked,
"The public enjoyed watching her behaving, and I've always
despised that because she was encouraged to be a brat." The
descriptor "feisty" often accompanied her portrayal,
underscoring the indomitable spirit that defined her persona.


 





Davis's exceptional
contributions to the world of cinema were duly recognized with
prestigious accolades. France bestowed upon her the Legion of
Honor,
Italy acclaimed her with the Campione d'Italia, and in 1988 and
1989,
the Film Society of Lincoln Center honored her with the Lifetime
Achievement Award. Beyond the borders of the United States, she
graced British television in a special broadcast from the South
Bank
Centre, sharing insights about film and her remarkable career. In
this broadcast, she found herself in the esteemed company of the
renowned Russian director Andrei Tarkovsky, further solidifying her
global impact on the cinematic landscape.


 





In a poignant turn
of events, Bette Davis experienced a fainting spell during the 1989
American Cinema Awards, a harbinger of the resurgence of her
relentless battle with cancer. Despite the challenges posed by her
health, she displayed remarkable resilience, undertaking a journey
to
Spain where she received accolades at the Donostia-San Sebastián
International Film Festival. However, the jubilation was
short-lived
as her physical well-being rapidly declined during her stay. The
arduous journey back to the United States was deemed too taxing,
prompting her to seek refuge in France.


 





On October 6, 1989,
at 11:35 p.m., Bette Davis, an indomitable force in the realm of
cinema, breathed her last at the American Hospital in
Neuilly-sur-Seine. At the time of her passing, she was 81 years
old,
leaving behind a legacy that transcended the silver screen. A
memorial tribute, an exclusive affair by invitation, unfolded at
Burbank Studio's stage 18. The symbolic illumination of a work
light
marked the poignant conclusion of a cinematic era, paying homage to
Davis's unparalleled contributions.


 





In her final resting
place at the Forest Lawn-Hollywood Hills Cemetery in Los Angeles,
Bette Davis's name is etched in a prominent letter size alongside
her
mother Ruthie and sister Bobby. An epitaph gracing her tombstone
poignantly reads, "She did it the hard way," a phrase she
recollected in her memoir "Mother Goddam," attributed to
Joseph L. Mankiewicz after the completion of their collaboration on
"All About Eve." This enduring sentiment encapsulates the
grit and determination that defined Davis's illustrious journey in
the world of film.


                    
                    
                












