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INTRODUCTION

This is more than a book about Star Trek. It’s true that I interviewed countless women who told me about their experiences as writers, actors, and producers working on the show, but they also told me a story of what it was like to work in Hollywood over the last sixty years and how that has changed. So, this is a Hollywood story in a sense. Hollywood is just another system, after all, and most systems have lots of things in common. Hierarchy, cultural rules, and bias exist in many of them. So even more than that, it’s a story about society and about how the role of women has changed since Gene Roddenberry wrote his first Star Trek memo in 1964.

It’s also a story about how much impact Star Trek has had on its audience. It’s well documented how putting a Black woman on the bridge of the Enterprise in the 1960s changed everyone’s expectations of the future. Nichelle Nichols has been the North Star that many of the women connected to the show look to, and many of us learned social advocacy from her example.


A DIFFERENT WORLD

Things have changed a lot since Nichelle got that seat on the bridge. The original Star Trek had the 1960s written all over it, and however important Uhura was, she was rarely the focus of the story. In fact, women were often scantily dressed, and some of the ideas about them haven’t aged well. That makes for a complicated story.

It’s easy to look back on the show and spot what’s sexist to our ever-evolving eyes. What is harder to see is how the small space that women were given to inhabit could warp or hobble your sense of self, and how big you allow yourself to dream.

Writer and teacher Tara Brach tells a story of going to the oceanside with her husband. There was a nearby island, and priding herself on being a strong swimmer, they set off for it. She felt like an Olympic athlete, easily and smoothly making it to the island with almost no effort. But when they headed back, she could barely make her way through the water. The effort required was huge, and she arrived on the beach totally depleted. Of course, on the way out to the island, the current was with her; on the way back, she had to fight against the current with each stroke.

As I began the work, I wanted to know: What were the cultural currents over the last fifty-odd years that were flowing against women? Did they change with the decades? We can’t always see or even feel those cultural tides. Most of the time, women just accept the push against them and determine to simply work harder if they want to succeed.




LIMITED HORIZONS

There’s one particular story that has stayed with me. When I was on the Star Trek cruise, I interviewed a woman called Alice. “It’s 1973,” she told me. “It was career day at high school. There were 1,100 kids in my class; I was number twenty-four. I mean, I wasn’t valedictorian, but I was in the top 2 percent of my class. So, I can’t wait to talk to whoever this counselor is and ask what my options are. Where should I apply for scholarships? This is going to be fun! I sat down with this middle-aged man, and he told me how great it would be if I became a nurse, a teacher, or a secretary. My balloon sort of busted there. I’m thinking, ‘No astronauts? Not even in the realm of possibility? No NASA, no scientist? We’re nothing?’ So, then I’m thinking to myself, ‘Yeah, what the hell were you thinking? You are not supposed to do that.’ So I became a nurse.”

Just so you know, Alice hasn’t regretted the forty-three years she spent being a hero—I mean nurse—and knows how many lives she has touched. She was inspired by Nurse Chapel, but back then Star Trek didn’t have any female science or security officers, and the culture of the time didn’t even acknowledge how good Alice might have been at those jobs. Both Star Trek and society at large are different today. I’m pleased to say I talked to a lot of incredible women who work at NASA and its European equivalent, ESA and, one of them—the wonderful Samantha Cristoforetti—is an astronaut. They were all inspired by Star Trek, too.

Star Trek’s longevity makes it a unique setting to see how women have fared over all these years. From the highly sexualized young women hanging over Captain Kirk to the evolved and complex women of Strange New Worlds, Star Trek’s women have pushed the boundaries of what society allowed and also reflected how the culture of the time viewed women.

Like all the best Star Trek stories, it’s also been a journey of self-discovery. As I set out to write this book, I expected I would watch the shows and objectively see the ways the characters worked for female representation. I thought with a certain amount of relief that I would be doing work that wouldn’t involve introspection. Acting, for me, has always involved the careful examination of what it means to be human, and it’s sometimes gut-wrenching work. This would be more straightforward, I assumed. I was wrong.




THE WAY IT WAS

When I was entering adulthood, the rules the culture laid down for women were very clear. Following them in the 1970s and ’80s provided you with a narrow lane to stay in, but it seemed like the way to win a place at the table. There was a whole generation of men and women who followed the rules laid out for us and figured “that’s just the way it is.” Some people around my age haven’t looked at that phrase with a critical present-day eye, which would maybe lead them to the realization that those are the words that trap you like a bug. It traps the next generations, too, when we pass that phrase along.

The writing of this book forced me to examine myself and my own ways of thinking. What I saw was unconscious bias in my actions and cultural adaptations that I had gradually made in response to the constant messaging of the culture. It had, with an imperceptible creep, changed how I thought about myself and other women. It had defined my expectations of how much space we can claim for ourselves in the world. I was shocked. I had emerged from my feminist school a very different kind of woman than the women of my mother’s generation. I had always worked for a living, and made choices in my career, and I played a powerful Star Trek character. I hadn’t noticed that even as I played out my hopes of how I wanted a woman’s life to be in my character, there was a kind of crystallization happening around me.

Around the time I turned sixty, an age which I thought would bring with it a modicum of respect from others, one of the heads at my agency took me to lunch. He was planning to drop me from his roster, and wanted to take the time to tell me what my problem was. This was at the height of the Me Too movement. He is a dinosaur from the 1990s, and he spoke to me in a way that was commonplace back then. There was a phrase women in Hollywood knew they had to answer in the positive to get a job, a manager, or an agent: Are you fuckable? He told me, among other outrageous things, that he needed to feel that I was fuckable to him. Once he felt that, he said, he needed to feel comfortable enough to fart in front of me. Then, and only then, could we work together.

I was frozen for the rest of lunch, and planned on telling my manager to fire him when I got home. As we left the restaurant, he looked down at my high heels and said, “Okay, now you’re fuckable to me.”

I called my manager in a fury. He said to me, “If you say or do anything, he will blackball you in the industry.” I had been told that same thing at eighteen because of a director’s sexual harassment, and I knew firsthand it wasn’t just an empty threat. I did nothing, but I didn’t keep in touch the way he had told me to, and he dropped me a few weeks later. To say I felt shame twice—for not walking out of the restaurant, and then again for not firing him—is putting it so very mildly. How did I get here?

We know a lot about ancient life from the creatures that get trapped in amber. Those insects from a different time got caught in the sticky resin that gradually formed into crystal and they became a part of the stone, forever as they once were, perfect specimens, unchanging. Daily messages from the culture are everywhere. In the 1960s, ’70s and ’80s, I wasn’t aware that the commercials between the shows I watched, the shows themselves, the magazines I read, news shows, the people who hired me, advised me, managed me, all of them had a stake in selling me something, commodifying me, or instructing me as to what box I should stay in. Each input was a drop of resin that stuck me in a belief system that has seen its day. Play the game, and you’ll get what you are allowed. It thrills me to the core that none of these young women I talked to have experienced the phrase “Are you fuckable?” That’s progress.




INSPIRED BY TREK


I was also thrilled to discover how big a role Star Trek has played in changing individual lives. We actors hear firsthand from audience members what the effect of Trek has been on their lives, so we are primed to take on the responsibility for our characters. I’ve talked to people who have been influenced by Trek and my character for over thirty years. They’ve shared heart-swelling stuff. It’s a unique opportunity to understand the importance of the story in the midst of telling it. Hearing what gave women a sense of freedom in their emotional lives has made me an advocate for them.

While writing the book, I heard personal stories from the audience that proved that all the women in all the iterations served as virtual mentors when there was no one else in their lives to embody that. Politician Stacey Abrams told me she asks herself the question “What would Janeway do?” LGBTQIA+ audience members found avatars for themselves in stories through Dax, Kira, and Seven of Nine. Astronaut Samantha Cristoforetti answered the question “Could I be an engineer?” for herself because she saw B’Elanna Torres on her TV in a tiny mountain town in the Alps.

But I didn’t come close to understanding the overall impact until I held interview sessions with countless people in England, Europe, and later, on a cruise ship of thousands of people for over fourteen hours (and I still didn’t get to talk to everyone who had a story to tell), and in my tiny study via Zoom over the course of several years.

It’s a virtuous loop, where the actors can be inspired by the audience. Mary Wiseman, Tilly on Discovery, said that even when she couldn’t find the courage to feel body positivity for her character herself, she could do it for someone who had told her what the character meant to them.

Thanks to Gene Roddenberry, “Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations,” respect, focus on STEAM, collaboration, and hope for the future are all in Trek’s DNA. The impact is global because Gene Roddenberry added something else to the mix. Even if you don’t watch Trek, almost everyone shares the awareness of its existence. Why? Along with all the discourse on social and ethical issues, all the science, and all the hopeful imaginings for everyone in the future, it’s entertaining. It allows for a wide bandwidth that so many disparate humans can use to find commonality.

At Star Trek conventions, I have spoken to all ages, all colors, all ethnicities, all sexual orientations, neurotypical and neurodivergent people, people with and without disabilities, and people on all levels of society. I smile at them, and they smile at me when we meet. It’s such a good starting point. Roddenberry’s values form the bandwidth for the frequency many of us actors find to enter our relationships with the audience, and they with us.

There are too many women’s voices out there to think there won’t be different opinions on all of this. Writing the book has changed me in a palpable way, but this is only one woman’s eyes and ears on the subject. Think of it like this: I’m opening a channel. Let’s talk on the bandwidth that for me, through all these years, has started with a smile of recognition for each other.
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Susan Oliver’s green-skinned slave girl was literally a male fantasy brought to life.
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The original Star Trek is often remembered as a show with beautiful (and available) female guest stars.
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Putting Uhura on the bridge was one of Trek’s greatest achievements.
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When Star Trek returned with TNG, women were prominent, but still fell into traditional female roles.
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Today’s shows have made a real effort to show different kinds of women in roles that would have been unthinkable even twenty years ago. If the future is like Tilly, then it will be very bright.
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Captain Janeway was a huge step forward and showed a generation of women that they could take command.
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INTRODUCING STAR TREK




Click. Click. Click. My mother walked very fast in very high heels on Manhattan’s Upper East Side in 1966, the year Star Trek premiered, while my nine-year-old self struggled to keep up in my school-sanctioned penny loafers.

As exceptional as she was, in many ways she was typical of many women in that decade. She lived by her father’s dictate that women should never be seen without lipstick, and carefully fixed my father’s martini each night at five, usually followed by a three-course meal. (Although it’s hard for me to imagine most women did that!) If things were chaotic for the family, it was her job to smooth it, as was the laundry and most of the housework. Yet, she was the steady breadwinner, turning over the money she earned to preserve my father’s sense of being the “man” of the family. “Women’s work is never done” was more than just a saying. But it was a tumultuous decade in America, in spite of my mother’s efforts to control our little part of it.

World War II had filled the jobs left open by the men fighting the war with the women left behind. When the men returned, the women, who had tasted productivity and a life beyond four walls, were now told to stay home and care for the family, with the traumatized men sent back to work with little or no psychological help. Man up and get on with it. But by 1966, everything was changing. Women hadn’t all gone back to their old roles, the youth movement was in full swing, and civil rights were a major issue. There was no going back.

That’s the world Star Trek came into, and Gene Roddenberry wanted it to be a part of this massive change. Well, some aspects of it anyway. Martinis and women in lipstick still seemed like a good idea. The scene in the first pilot, “The Cage,” where the doctor pulls out a martini to “treat” Captain Pike bears this out. Looking at the original Star Trek is like looking at the best progress brewing at this time, along with a big helping of 1960s views on women, with a dash of World War II military culture thrown in. Here was the ship, which hummed along like a submarine, filled with people who seemed to follow a military protocol. Reactivity to the bigotry of the time put Uhura and Sulu on the bridge, and the question of the Cold War was laid to rest with the inclusion of Chekov in our future.

Nineteen sixty-six was a time of ideas. The counterculture was born out of a record number of people attending college, and learning to apply intellectualism, philosophy, and history to the problems of the day. Television now allowed us to watch what was going on in the world, and we began to experience war and inequality like a gut punch. I remember watching the Vietnam War during dinnertime, and it made me understand brutality in a way nothing else could have.

TV could also offer a respite from the pressure-cooker realities. Shows such as Bonanza took us back to the Wild West, and Andy Griffith was a bucolic dream of small-town life. Most of the TV shows revealed where we had been. Star Trek, which would premiere in September 1966, was something different and would become a franchise that not only had a huge effect on pop culture but that also helped lead our way, with hope and inclusion, to the future. It did that by not simply being about an imaginary future, but by also dealing with the issues of the day—and there were lots of them.

Race issues were exploding, and leaders such as the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X were raising awareness and looking for solutions from each of their perspectives. Young people were rebelling, with different views on war, drugs, materialism, and sex. They were a powerful force. There was a Cold War between America and Russia (then known as the Soviet Union), and both raced to be the first to get a person into space. It would be good PR to prove military superiority, and NASA was loaded with ex-military and fighter pilots training to be astronauts. The birth control pill suddenly gave women the freedom to choose when to have children, which allowed them to make a choice to be in the workplace and delay marriage, instead of going from their father’s home straight to a husband’s. But with a job came attempts from men to lock them out, harassment, and reduced pay. This gave energy to the growing women’s movement, which attempted to level the playing field and wake women up from the trance of cultural adaptation and acceptance of a status quo.

The big ideas bred by the counterculture were reflected by Roddenberry’s rule that in the centuries to come, humanity would have no need for war. The colonialism of the Vietnam War was evident in the messaging of the Prime Directive, which insisted that while we were exploring new worlds, we should do them no intentional harm. The examination of ethics was going on in colleges at the same time that Spock was finding human behavior “fascinating.”
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Gene Roddenberry clearly wanted Star Trek to have a lot of sex appeal. As a result, the show often featured scantily dressed, beautiful young women.



One aspect that might appear sexist through today’s lens was actually a nod to the women’s movement, a choice made by Grace Lee Whitney. She refused to wear pants in favor of a miniskirt. The decision might have come partly from her strong desire to use her sexuality, the primary power that was allowed to women in Hollywood back then. But it was also a reflection of the changing times. Women were getting out of girdles and elaborate and expensive wardrobes. The miniskirt was freedom, and it became a symbol of the movement.

Star Trek was on TV, and TV was a powerful tool that could be a hugely effective disseminator of information, if it was used in the right way. It needed to be entertaining to have a large reach, and not scare people who were nervous about all the changes taking place in the world. Setting the show in the future allowed people to see change without feeling threatened, and it imagined a world way less frenetic and threatening than the time period it was born in.

But you can see the narrow lane that culturally acceptable women were allowed to take. In 1963, President Kennedy had encouraged the nation to “ensure” that women were being used effectively to “provide a better life for our people,” but added that this would be “in addition to meeting their primary responsibility, which is their home.” After the housework and the husband and the children, you used your extra time to pursue something that served society. To me, I see this translated in the show as having women included in the workplace but with very 1960s expectations. Hair and makeup in place, with romance on their minds.

Yes, all the women could be carbon-dated by their elaborate hair and makeup, as well as the very time-coded need for women to be performatively sexy. In “Shore Leave,” Yeoman Barrows is thrilled at the idea of wearing a flowing gown and being “a lady to be protected and fought for.” It was a learned thing. Be soft, seem sexually willing, sensually connected at all times to your body, and have all your attention directed to the men in the scene. They all did it: all the women guest stars. Except perhaps France Nuyen, in “Elaan of Troyius.” Her role was a version of Katherine in Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew, the out-of-control woman (she had a mind of her own) who is “tamed” into being a good wife. Being a Romulan commander also gave Joanne Linville a pass from being performative. She is every bit Kirk’s equal and demonstrates that it was the cultural requirements, not the abilities of the women back then, that put women in subordinate positions. Being an alien had definite benefits.

But the Romulan commander was the exception in these early years, not the norm. In the episode “Who Mourns for Adonais?,” Kirk and McCoy discuss Lt. Carolyn Palamas, the ship’s anthropology and archeology officer. We can stop for a moment to appreciate the inclusion of a woman officer in the plot. That’s enough of a moment, though, because she’s there to serve the story and to fall for a not-so-benign god.
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In Roddenberry’s first attempt at Star Trek, women wore pants and were ready to take command.



In the opening scene of the episode, McCoy and Kirk discuss her personal options with fatherly concern. McCoy says, “She’s a woman. All woman.” (What does that even mean?) “One day she’ll find the right man and off she’ll go, out of the service.” It was as if a woman’s career was a placeholder until her real purpose—being married and having a family—came along.

In this respect, Star Trek was no different to the real space program. In many ways, Kirk is a flyboy astronaut—the kind of man who has ice in his veins and a beautiful girl on his arm. The ex-military men in charge of NASA believed women had a place in the space agency, just not as astronauts. This flew in the face of common sense. The head of NASA’s Life Sciences, Dr. William Randolph Lovelace, saw women’s smaller size as useful in cramped rockets, and thought that they were comparable to men in every other way. He started a program to train them for space travel. Of course, he was looking ahead to colonizing space and saw female astronauts as necessary for homesteading; they would join men, but their actual jobs would stay traditionally gendered. Women were eventually barred from becoming astronauts by it becoming a requirement to have had experience flying jets—experience they weren’t allowed in the military.
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The last episode of the original series revolves around Janice Lester, who has been driven mad by the lack of power available to women. But, the episode isn’t exactly feminist.



There were subcommittee hearings to debate a woman’s right to train as an astronaut. Brendan Casserly, in an article in the Irish Examiner, quotes astronaut John Glenn’s opinion on the subject: “A real crude analogy is, we have here in Washington the Redskins football team. My mother could probably pass the physical exam they give pre-season for the team but I doubt she would play many games for them. Men go off to war and fly airplanes; women are not astronauts because of our social order; that’s the way of life.” Women could participate in the space industry, they just couldn’t actually go to space. NASA was filled with women in support positions, such as lab technicians and telephone operators.

We would see this echoed in Star Trek. The yeoman, the communications officer, the nurse, all support staff, reflected this. But as an ex-military pilot himself, Roddenberry’s attempt to make Number One a woman in “The Cage” is a pretty impressive run at progress that was ahead of its time. When Majel Barrett was replaced by a man for the second pilot, it mirrored the way NASA eventually shut down the women’s astronaut training facility. It may have been test audiences’ disapproval or network executives saying no to hiring the producer’s girlfriend, but it would be almost thirty years before another woman got a swing at that role.

In people’s minds at the time, military experience and space travel were inextricably linked and the idea of women warriors was still a big step. Watching Star Trek’s first pilot, “The Cage,” I was struck by how easily the plot could be shifted to the story of a battle-weary pilot in World War II. Like John Glenn and Neil Armstrong, Kirk, Spock, and McCoy are cast in hero roles. The women are there not for their own sake or with their own stories, but to make them look good.

Star Trek wasn’t unusual in this respect. All too often, femininity and professionalism seemed incompatible. In her book Where the Girls Are, Susan A. Douglas points out the social significance of a popular show at the time. I Dream of Jeannie depicted an astronaut who becomes the “master” of a beautiful if ditzy genie who lives in a bottle and loves him. She, however, causes chaos in his life with her feminine ways and is always one step away from getting him fired from NASA. It seems it was a done deal that men were to be the heroes, in Trek and in NASA. The culture at large had decided it.

Although Star Trek put women in Kirk’s crew, a worrying number of them are portrayed as unreliable—focused on the superficial and attracted to powerful men. The story rarely—if ever—stops to consider what they want, besides the man. In “Space Seed,” the ship’s historian Marla McGivers (what is it with historians?) is seen in her quarters painting picture after picture of powerful historical men with questionable ethics. When she meets Khan, the man engineered to be a superpower from the 1990s, she is instantly ready to submit. In one of their scenes together, you see him psychologically grooming her to acquiesce. It made me think this was maybe more a story about cult followers than weak-minded women. That there is a discussion between Kirk and Bones trying to understand her level of attraction to Khan, to ascertain how much of a danger she would be, leads me to believe that the assumption was that the more her emotions were engaged, the less reliable she would become. This, unfortunately, is the turn the story takes—she betrays the crew to help Khan, although she ultimately saves Kirk’s life. In the final scene, when she is faced with the prospect of either a court-martial or a scary planet with her man, she follows her man.
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Shahna is one of Trek’s earliest women warriors, although I have to question the practicality of her outfit.



In “Who Mourns for Adonais?,” Carolyn Palamas meets and rapidly falls in love with the god Apollo. He is threatening the crew, but when he magically changes her uniform into a revealing, strategically draped gown, she isn’t alarmed, but instead displays the cape gracefully, exclaiming, “Oh, isn’t it beautiful!”


NO AGENCY

Once she decides to stay with Apollo, Kirk tells her she must reject him and align herself with her crew. She does, and facing Apollo’s stormy wrath, she falls on her back on the ground as the spurned lover grows huge over her. When we next see her, she is physically and mentally devastated. It certainly implied to me an off-camera rape, a violence that felt like a manipulation to make sure we side with Kirk’s decision for her life. See? Apollo was the bad guy and Kirk was justified. Pulled one way by her emotions, but martyring herself because authority told her to, this intelligent woman had no agency whatsoever.

The implication is that women only exist in relation to men. When they try to step out of their supporting role and take the lead, they demonstrate that they are not to be trusted. This is evident in the last original Star Trek episode, “Turnabout Intruder.” A former lover of Kirk pretends to be in distress to lure him to a planet where she has found an ancient mechanism that can switch their bodies.
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The original Star Trek was famous for putting female guest stars in remarkable clothes. Leslie Parrish’s dress can only have stayed on with a lot of help from sticky tape.



Once a member of Starfleet, she wants desperately to be a captain, and because that kind of senior position isn’t allowed for a woman, she decides to experience it through Kirk’s body. “It’s better to be dead than to live alone in the body of a woman,” she says. Wow, that’s pretty misogynistic.

But we are supposed to be experiencing her, I think, as a woman pushing herself into a man’s position where she isn’t wanted because she is full of self-hate. This was a view some people had of feminists at the time. To Kirk’s credit, when Dr. Janice Lester tells him, “Your world of Starfleet captains doesn’t allow women…it isn’t fair!” he answers, “No, it isn’t.” And William Shatner’s delivery makes it sincere.

But with the body exchange, things move to the male perspective and the writing falls into the trap of portraying a woman frustrated with limitations as evil. Kirk says, “The intense hatred of her own womanhood made life with her impossible.” But did she hate her woman’s body, or the restrictions she had because of it?




A MAN’S WORLD

The whole show seems to be a cautionary tale of what would happen if women had equality with men. In Kirk’s body, Lester is vicious, cruel, and self-serving, bringing no mental control to performing the work or even achieving her own goals. She files her nails in a meeting with McCoy, and meeting resistance from the crew mates who are growing suspicious that something is amiss with their captain, responds with out-of-control rage. Scotty says he’s seen Kirk in many different mental states, but “I’ve never seen him red-faced with hysteria.” Just as a reminder, hysteria was treated as a psychological condition for women up until the 1980s.

Once she is put back into her own body, just before she sends half the crew to their death for mutiny, she is broken and childlike. She is sent to a planet in the care of a man. Just to drive the message home that women should stay where society was telling them they belonged, Kirk says, “Her life could have been as rich as any woman, if only…”

Both Shatner and Sandra Smith as Dr. Lester do wonderful jobs in their roles. As Kirk, before she is required to lose control, she is measured and powerful, proving that some qualities that are thought of as male are performative, too. As Dr. Lester, Shatner underplays when it’s an almost irresistible opportunity for an actor to overplay in a woman’s role.

The choice of the actor to play Lester was interesting to me, as was her wardrobe. She wasn’t the typical Star Trek sexpot, and she was dressed in a sort of loose, unattractive pants suit with tassels as a vague nod to femininity. I see two possible reasons for this. One could be that there was a sensitivity to imagining when our hero plays the woman, and a tight sequin gown would be distracting, even if it wasn’t by choice. The other would be the idea that if you were a woman who cared about being in a man’s world, it made you uninterested in your sexuality. This episode was like seeing a message to women in the 1960s, frozen in amber. Stay in your lane.
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Occasionally, the show had some very worrying ideas about men and women. When Khan dominates Marla McGivers, she responds positively rather than running for the hills.



To be fair to Roddenberry, he was barely involved with Star Trek by this point. His show had already been cancelled, and he probably didn’t pay too much attention to the script. He might have stepped in and said that in his future, women could captain a starship. Star Trek’s most celebrated female writer, Dorothy Fontana, had left too, and I’m sure she would have had something to say about this messaging.

As is often the case, in Star Trek you are better off being an alien. In “The Enterprise Incident,” written by Fontana, Kirk and Spock go up against the female commander of a Romulan starship. She is played by Joanne Linville and is imperious and effective. When the showrunner at the time ramped up her romantic interest in Spock, Fontana was furious, and feeling that they made her character foolish, she walked away and stopped writing for the show.

What Star Trek—and, to be fair, society at large—was comfortable with at the time was women as objects of desire. With the approval of the birth control pill, women suddenly had choice. Sex could come before marriage, and motherhood could be delayed to make time for other pursuits. Gene Roddenberry embraced the idea that sex without commitment was okay. Perhaps, given the currency sexual attractiveness held for women, he saw objectifying them as a compliment and a way to share the power—an idea best left as a relic in the cultural amber of that time.

The show seemed to feature young, beautiful, and adoring barely clad women on every planet. We see these women through our heroes’ eyes, in soft focus and romanticized. In a technique used to soften and blur out imperfections, the women we were meant to see as sexually desirable (to our heroes) were lit differently from the men. Being idealized, with romantic music swelling with every close-up, has its drawbacks, though.

In “The Cage,” the beautiful Vina is shown in soft focus until Captain Pike is treated to cold reality. When the Talosians’ illusions are stripped away, we learn that she is older than she first appeared and stitched together badly after an accident—not the male ideal of beauty. Pike immediately understands why she can’t join her fellow humans on the Enterprise and instead chooses to stay on a planet with her alien keepers. This takes complete precedence in the story over her being isolated and used by the Talosians like a lab animal. The message seems to be that ugliness is shameful and hiding it is kinder for all involved. He says goodbye with a plea to the Talosians to give Vina back her fantasy of beauty.

That said, Star Trek employed many female guest stars and wrote interesting storylines for women. Susan Oliver as Vina got about as much screen time as Pike, played by Jeffrey Hunter, and knocked her varied scenes out of the park.

The message that women should be beautiful was everywhere. At five years old in 1962, I fought against having my hair pulled and set in rollers. “You have to suffer to be beautiful,” my mother said with a smile and no irony. The media and their images of little girls in sausage curls sold my mother the curlers, and my mother sold me the message that would stick with me long after the curlers were history.

In “Mudd’s Women,” Evie, Magda, and Ruth take the Venus drug, believing that it makes them beautiful and therefore valuable. I think Star Trek’s message here is an evolved one for the time, even if the finale is less so.

One of them, Evie, eventually stops taking the drug and instantly loses its benefits. It’s interesting to note that her supposed unloveliness is simply being makeup free; it suggested to me that the writers were using the pill as an analogy for the pressure women felt to meet the culture’s standard of beauty.


[image: Image]
The message from “Mudd’s Women” is that beauty comes from within, but it also says that a woman’s real value is as a housewife.



Without her pill, Evie’s prospective mate finds her unlovely and she argues for herself. This, in itself, is amusing. The man is a lonely, grubby miner without any options, ready to reject a pretty woman in a pink sequin gown. But this is Star Trek, and there’s a point here to be made. Kirk makes her take the pill against her protests. She does and is once again fully made-up and glamorous. She asks the man considering her as a wife if he wants one who is selfish, vain, and useless (pretty) or if he wanted “someone to help you, cook and sew and cry and need you” (without the benefit of hair and makeup). Not only is it a forgone conclusion that women are dependent, but also that they really want the drudgery that is the transactional baggage that comes with it. And, of course, being pretty doesn’t equate with being useless. In fairness, not having a husband really was something to worry about: Women were economically dependent on men. Writer Kenneth T. Walsh states that until 1970, a single woman couldn’t open a bank account or even hold a credit card without her husband’s signature. Women with children were most of the time as dependent as their offspring.


[image: Image]
Susan Oliver gives a wonderful performance as Vina, but ultimately the message is that because the character is horribly scarred, she has no place in the world.



But the lovely Evie is forced by Kirk to see her false dependence on the Venus drug. The pill was a placebo, and her beauty now is due to the fact that “there’s only one kind of woman, you either believe in yourself or you don’t.” That’s a nice “beauty comes from the inside” conclusion.

But like the fairy tales in which princesses wait to be rescued by a handsome prince, these stories are a slow, constant drip that tells women what they are supposed to want. This aspect of Star Trek trapped it in the 1960s. For most of history, we were told that a woman was safest and most successful in life when connected to a man.

    But the Enterprise was a big ship carrying some of the biggest issues and hopes of the 1960s with it: counterculture’s examination of the big questions, an end to war, exploration instead of colonialism, and racial equality. Sitting at the communications station, a Black woman in the form of Lt. Uhura would be an essential crew member with absolutely unquestionable professionalism. The message was heard loud and clear by little girls and women: In the future, Black women, the most discriminated group of all, would have a place on the bridge of a starship. Like so many other cases of intersectionality have proved, this would be a win for all women. The soft-focus camera shots might have hung around for a while, but the example of how to be a woman in space was always Uhura, not the 1960s performative females. That went for actors and for little girls alike who started to dream of being astronauts.
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LUCILLE BALL



Star Trek owes its existence to one of the most famous women in television history: Lucille Ball. Without her backing, the show would never have gotten off the ground. She was responsible for a lot of firsts in Hollywood, and yet, as her daughter Lucie Arnaz said in Amy Poehler’s documentary Lucy and Desi, “She didn’t care about being the first woman anything.”

She may not have labeled herself a feminist, but she had a far-reaching impact on women, both through her position as head of a studio and as the world’s favorite redhead, Lucy Ricardo. The character she got the world to love and accept into their homes every week was a wonderful rebel disguised as the typical American 1950s housewife. I Love Lucy was a groundbreaking concept for a TV sitcom. The two married stars changed the way television sitcoms were done by recording on film, live in front of a studio audience. Lucy was the comedic centerpiece as a housewife married to bandleader Ricky. Each episode was built around the idea that Ricky Ricardo was a star, and his wife would do anything to be a star, too.

In actuality, Ball was the bigger star. At the time, building a show around her marriage to a Cuban was risky, but their chemistry was so delightful that people forgot to be scandalized. The character Lucy played seemed at first glance like the typical 1950s housewife; her husband was the head of the family, she was worried about displeasing him, and she would get scolded by him when she did. But here was the radical thing about her: As Bette Midler said, “She was so beautiful and not afraid to look ugly,” which was antithetical to where a woman’s power was supposed to lie. As Carol Burnett said, “She was fearless”: Her character made mistakes and was always more focused on what she wanted rather than what the consequences would be, which were usually Lucy ending up looking ridiculous.

Norman Lear said that “she was the dominant character” of the show, and a broad comedic one at that—another rarity for a woman. And, she wasn’t married to a White man. On national TV. None of these qualities added up to the optics of the performatively “good girl” wife at the time. And people adored her. Housewives and little girls took notes. She ran a studio. She became a solid mentor to many young women in the business as she grew older. She may not have identified herself as a champion of a paradigm shift for women; she simply was.

Back in the 1950s, Lucy and her husband, Desi, ploughed the money they made from I Love Lucy into buying RKO and setting up their own studio, which they named Desilu. Arnaz was a brilliant producer and innovator, but the work of running what was now a Hollywood empire included long hours and enormous stress. Some believe the difficulty of running the business ruined Arnaz’s health and contributed to the couple’s breakup. Because he was eventually too ill to run Desilu, Lucy became head of the studio, all the while wishing someone else was doing it so that she could get back to the creative side of the business that she loved so much.

Watching video of her explaining to a lighting director what she needed from him in a scene is an interesting insight into how hard it must have been for her. She is speaking with obvious knowledge, explaining what needs to be done, while the man tells her why it can’t happen without really hearing what she said. She walks away, controlled but frustrated. There are no womanly ways at play in how she speaks to him—she is a professional, expecting to be treated as such. Lucy had said this was why, in the business world, the “s” was added to her last name. A professional woman who knew her stuff and didn’t bother to take care of men’s egos while she did her work could get a reputation as a ballbuster.

In the 1960s, Lucy decided to invest in TV shows that had nothing to do with her own famous sitcom. The results included Star Trek, Mission: Impossible, and Mannix. It was far from obvious that making Star Trek was a good idea, but Ball saw it as a good candidate for reruns, a new concept invented because Arnaz had insisted on the shows being filmed. Because they owned these films outright, they could sell them again and keep the audience happy by having the show run multiple times a season. I know I happily waited for my favorite moments to happen again as I sat in bed at home, off sick from school. I watched them, as many of us did, over and over. There was power in repeatedly coming into people’s living rooms and becoming a beloved friend. By making money off of several broadcast showings instead of just one, not only did they increase profits but they also built a bigger and more devoted audience long after the show stopped filming. That was the long view for profit, but at the time, the money that NBC paid for each episode didn’t cover the cost of making it. This made the board nervous, but Lucy—with the tenacity her character showed when she believed in something—overrode the board’s objections and decided the studio would back Star Trek.


[image: Image]
Lucille Ball owned and ran the studio that created Star Trek. Although she wouldn’t have considered herself to a be a feminist, she was living proof that women could do anything a man could.



Although there is a legend that Lucy herself swept the floor of the stage after the completion of the second pilot in preparation for a celebratory toast, she wasn’t involved in Star Trek on a day-to-day basis. She didn’t read the scripts or dictate what should be in the stories. That’s a gift to creatives, whose vision often gets watered down by too many cooks when the studio executives get involved. By all accounts, Lucille Ball had little time for “nonsense” but was adored by her staff.

One story is revealing: The cost of making all those shows put an enormous burden on Desilu and must have contributed to Lucy’s decision to sell the studio to Paramount. When she did that, she negotiated a guarantee that the staff’s jobs would be protected for two years. To me, that says that Desilu had a studio head who took accountability for her employees—not a move many studio heads have made. But putting aside her example of a housewife who defies being controlled and is adored in spite or even because of it, her contribution to the culture has been huge. Just imagine if Star Trek had been shown only once on broadcast TV, instead of a constant loop you could reliably find throughout the years. Lucille Ball kept Star Trek afloat through two pilots, but arguably her most important contribution to assuring the show’s longevity was helping us to watch it like an old, familiar friend long after it first aired.
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Majel Barrett-Roddenberry as NUMBER ONE




When I heard the first lady of Star Trek was going to be on our show, I expected—frankly—a diva. But the woman who liked to call the audience “friends of Star Trek” (as opposed to fans) said convention goers wanted the same thing she did: connection. I saw that firsthand. She was warm and inclusive, and invited me out to dinner.

We went to the legendary Matsuhisa restaurant on La Cienega, where she seemed to be a regular. I remember the food being incredible, but not much else. The staff knew her favorite way to drink champagne—in oversized brandy snifters filled to the top—and she quickly drank me under the table.

The only time I remember focusing is when she announced we would be splitting the bill, which was one of the most enormous I had ever seen. But my overall impression of Majel Barrett-Roddenberry was a down-to-earth woman, who was as practical about the business as she was focused on it. I understand, in a way now that I didn’t then, the significance Major Kira held for her. I got to play the first officer with a complicated past, a definite agenda of her own, and a real character arc—the kind of role that back in 1964 she thought would be hers. In the first Star Trek pilot, the Enterprise has a female first officer—Number One. Majel said that the role was written with her in mind, and was, in fact, the very first piece of Star Trek that Gene Roddenberry created.


[image: Image]
After the role of Number One was cut, Majel was cast as Nurse Chapel, a woman who was hopelessly devoted to Spock.



Let’s wind back a bit. Majel got her first stage experience in school performances, before studying radio and television arts in college. She worked in summer stock theaters, which are great training grounds for actors; while you perform one show at night, you are learning the next show during the day. After a little Broadway, she got a job at Pasadena Playhouse and stayed in L.A., where she worked her way up to supporting roles in movies, and guested on TV shows—the typical life of a working actor.

She became a contract player with Desilu, the Hollywood studio run by Lucille Ball, which would ultimately make Star Trek. Majel trained under Lucy herself. She described Ball as unpredictable: lovely one moment, tough the next. After appearing on several Desilu shows, including Bonanza and The Lucy Show, Majel met her future husband, Gene Roddenberry, when she guested on his show The Lieutenant. She became his friend and soon the other woman, as he was married with two children at the time. They were already a couple when he started work on Star Trek, and the role he created for her was as good a gift as any writer could give an actor.

Number One seems like a real missed opportunity, not just for Majel but also for Star Trek and women in general: When Captain Pike left the ship, she assumed command, something that presumably would have happened in most episodes. Back then, it was Number One rather than Spock who “didn’t really have any emotions.” The Writer’s Bible describes her as being “an extraordinarily efficient officer,” who is probably the captain’s “superior in detailed knowledge of the multiple equipment systems, departments and crew members aboard the vessel.” She sounds impressive to me.

Majel even developed a backstory for her, which explained that she had been genetically engineered to have as much intelligence as possible and that she was called Number One not because she was the first officer but because she was the best her people had to offer.

But when the NBC studio executives saw “The Cage,” they demanded changes. Gene Roddenberry always said that the network ordered him to get rid of two characters: Majel’s Number One and Nimoy’s alien, Spock. The way he told the story, the studio wasn’t comfortable with an alien or with a woman in a position of authority. So, Roddenberry said, he decided to marry the girl and keep Nimoy, as Nimoy probably wouldn’t have liked it the other way around. It was only years later that the studio executives told their side of the story: They simply didn’t like Majel in the role.
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The Enterprise nearly had a female first officer, who had many of Spock’s qualities, but the network wasn’t convinced by Majel.




COLD AND EMOTIONLESS

Watching “The Cage,” I can understand why the executives didn’t think she worked, but it seems to me she didn’t have a chance. Her role was a stereotypically brainy woman, who was deprived of the sex appeal and charisma that were so important to Hollywood in 1964. In order to not be a sexy distraction and to justify her position on the bridge, she couldn’t have any of the qualities that Pike (and presumably, therefore Roddenberry) thought made a woman desirable. Roddenberry even had Pike say that he forgot she was a woman. “I can’t get used to having a woman on the bridge. No offense, Lieutenant. You’re different, of course.”

All she could be was an emotionally suppressed brain, and it’s hard to turn that into a fully fleshed out character. If likability was what earned you the right to be in people’s living rooms week after week, she had the cards stacked against her. When Nimoy played Spock, he was given the conflict of being half-human, with a powerful sense of curiosity—two gifts to any actor—helping him to appear alive and in the moment, as well as deeply human and interesting to watch. Majel was given none of that.

Majel said that being dropped was a crushing blow. “It was,” she said, “going to be a marvelous part. Can you imagine where that part would have gone if it had stayed in?”

After being dropped, Majel scoured the first few scripts of the show’s first season, looking for a role for herself. She found it in the part of Nurse Christine Chapel, who first appears in “What Are Little Girls Made Of?” She obviously knew doing so could cause trouble. She told a story in several interviews of dyeing her hair from black to blonde and sitting in her lover’s office to see if he recognized her. When Roddenberry walked right by her, she was able to convince him the executives wouldn’t recognize her either, and she changed her name from Hudec to Barrett to further fool them.

According to Herbert Solow, the Desilu executive who was in charge of production at Star Trek, Ball was incensed. She didn’t like the deception, nor did she like the fact that Gene and Majel were involved in an extramarital affair, as Desi Arnaz had been unfaithful to her. She wanted them both fired but was talked down from it with help from Solow.
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Majel’s relationship with Gene meant she was involved from the beginning, including with costume and makeup tests.




[image: Image]
It was a sign of the times that Chapel was the ship’s nurse rather than a doctor like McCoy. She would eventually be promoted but not until Star Trek: The Motion Picture.






SECOND BEST

Majel had a role and appeared in twenty-six episodes of the original series. But in the end, Nurse Chapel wasn’t what she wanted. Whereas Number One was an intelligent and independent woman, Nurse Chapel has much less agency. When she features in stories, she is almost always pining after a man, frequently breaking down in tears. Majel quipped that the fiancé Chapel searched the Galaxy for turned out to be an android, and the man she falls for on the Enterprise was a Vulcan with no emotions.

    “This woman’s not too smart,” Majel would say. “We played her out and everything, and there were some great moments, but each time I used to think, ‘Oh boy, if only Number One were here.’ ”
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Grace Lee Whitney as YEOMAN RAND




When Grace Lee Whitney came in to audition for Star Trek, Gene Roddenberry described the part of Yeoman Rand as one of the leads. As she remembered, he told her that he envisioned the relationship between Kirk and Rand as one of unrequited love, and described it as similar to the sexual tension between Matt Dillon and Miss Kitty in the beloved Western Gunsmoke.

Both those characters were strong, independent people. Miss Kitty ran a saloon. She was a respected and capable member of her community, was no one’s fool, and seemed to be Marshal Dillon’s equal in every way.

Yeoman Rand, however, often seemed to be a glorified secretary, who pined after her captain, secretly wishing that he would look at her legs. Desilu executive Herb Solow described Roddenberry’s vision of the part as “cute and shapely, cute and bubbly, and cute and not too bright.” Miss Kitty was most certainly not cute. Nor did she run to her paramour at any sign of trouble.

The character of the captain’s yeoman had featured in Roddenberry’s plans for Star Trek since the beginning, but he kept changing his mind about the casting. In the first pilot, she was Yeoman Colt, before morphing into Yeoman Smith in “Where No Man Has Gone Before” and eventually Yeoman Rand in “The Corbomite Maneuver.” In each case, Roddenberry cast an attractive woman, who was clearly designed to appeal to the male gaze. This was an important role, and early publicity shots of her between Shatner and Nimoy, holding vaguely futuristic colored lights, prove that Whitney was thought of as one of the leads.

The memos make it clear that the yeoman fit right in with 1960s male fantasies about the alluring secretary, who offers all sorts of temptations to her boss. One of the earliest pitches says Yeoman Colt serves as the captain’s “secretary, reporter, bookkeeper and undoubtably hopes she could serve him in more personal departments.” By the time Whitney was cast, the character had evolved a bit, and the Writer’s Bible puts the emphasis on her professionalism and says that she “suspends the feminine and is a yeoman without the qualifications of gender.” The implication is clear: There is a tension between being professional and being feminine.


A WOMAN’S WORK

Rand is still very much a secretary. The tricorder was invented so she could take notes and, potentially, to create a suitable toy for little girls. In “The Corbormite Maneuver,” she delivers Kirk’s coffee, and when she exits, he complains to McCoy about being assigned a female crewman, clearly worried that it will be a distraction.

Grace Lee Whitney had been brought up to fulfill all those fantasies. Like other women of the era, she was valued for the way she looked and how sexy she was, with too few people around her valuing her for anything else. Reading her book The Longest Trek: My Tour of the Galaxy, you discover that she had a number of cards stacked against her from the beginning.

In my experience, traumatic events can be like a game of Jenga with one’s well-being. You start off with a tall, stable pile of wooden blocks, and then, one by one, random blocks are removed. The player loses when the structure can no longer stand. Whitney started life with some emotional disadvantages. Adopted by a mother who seemed determined to let her know she wasn’t as important as a “real” child of hers would have been, she states in her book that she started drinking alcohol in earnest at thirteen.
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Grace Lee Whitney claimed she was responsible for introducing Star Trek to the miniskirt because she wanted to show off her legs.
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Rand was very much the captain’s secretary, and the first time we see her, she is making sure he is eating properly.



Show business can seem like a balm for someone in need of loving attention. Whitney’s drive, she claims, came from an attitude of “I’ll show them! I’ll be rich and famous! I’ll be somebody! I’ll show my birth mother that she was wrong to reject me!”

Looking for social and emotional acceptance with low self-esteem made her vulnerable. She started out as a young singer in Chicago and was soon trying out for her dream job: a Broadway play. After early rejections, she was cast in Top Banana, a burlesque show, which I guarantee you featured tall, beautiful women being broadly objectified by the male comics. She played Miss Holland and wore a revealing costume with twin propellers on her breasts. As someone who once dressed as a giant sexy cigar in a Broadway number, I can empathize. It’s a job.

A few years later, she moved to Hollywood with her husband and became a working actor. Whitney wrote of being chased by men constantly—in the offices of Hollywood as well as its streets. She said “that’s just Hollywood” to herself. Two Jenga blocks removed. She turned down billionaire Howard Hughes’s proposition to become his mistress, and saw turning him down for her husband’s sake as a foolish decision.

When she was asked to go under contract with Universal, her husband told her she could choose the contract or him. Another Jenga block. She chose him again, but continued her career, appearing in the movies Some Like It Hot (1959) and Irma la Douce (1963), in both cases as part of a corps of beautiful blondes. During this time, she had two children and was a functioning alcoholic but was unaware that her drinking was taking its toll.

A guest role on a short-lived Gene Roddenberry show, The Lieutenant, led to her being cast on Star Trek. When she arrived for filming, she was unhappy to see that Rand would be dressed in a turtleneck and pants. She told Roddenberry and costume designer William Ware Theiss that they were covering up “her best assets” and suggested they put her in a miniskirt to show off her legs. It’s easy to forget that in the 1960s the miniskirt was a symbol of power and liberation…

But it also suited Roddenberry, who enthusiastically embraced the idea and from that point on dressed all the female crew members in increasingly short skirts. In Whitney’s case it was accompanied by precarious basket-weave hair, which consisted of two blonde wigs that Roddenberry seemed determined to get ever taller to seem even more futuristic.




OBJECT OF DESIRE

The portrayal of Yeoman Rand has not aged well. With a tiny miniskirt, vulnerable pout, and a propensity for running to the captain for protection, she was the picture of performative female sexuality. Tellingly in Star Trek: Strange New Worlds, the idea that the captain would have an attractive yeoman has been abandoned.

In the original series, Rand often seems to be there as an object of desire. In “Charlie X,” she is the recipient of the powerful teen’s crush. She lets him know how to treat a lady (don’t slap her on the butt), but refers him to the captain for more instruction. There is a strange moment when the angry, powerful boy makes her disappear from her quarters, wearing a one-shouldered negligee, only to have her suddenly appear later, on the bridge. Even though circumstances are dire, there is a moment where she is ashamed to be dressed in her negligee. Kirk quickly reassures her, which I read to mean that he forgave her for being on the bridge in her nightgown. What else could she have done under the circumstances? Other than not wear an elaborate, pink one-shouldered negligee while sleeping alone?
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Incredibly, the studio actually sent this picture of Grace Lee Whitney out to promote Star Trek even though it had nothing to do with her character.



Most worrying is a sexual assault scene in “The Enemy Within,” where Kirk is split into Good Kirk and Evil Kirk (I know that’s an oversimplification and if you know, you know). He attacks her in her quarters, and she fights him off. Nonetheless, at the end of the episode, Spock is certain that there are aspects of the bestial Kirk that she will miss.


[image: Image]
Rand is embarrassed to find herself on the bridge in her negligee after Charlie Evans makes her vanish because she isn’t attracted to him.
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Like so many of the original series women, Rand is distressed by anything that affects her appearance.



Far more upsetting to me is the way Whitney recounts the filming of the scene that follows the assault. It was a close-up of Rand emotionally recounting the assault to Good Kirk, Spock, and McCoy. It was the last scene before lunch. Everyone always wants to get it done as fast as possible and be able to move to the next scene after the break. Whitney recounts that just before she started her close-up, Shatner came forward and slapped her across the face. The shock made her weep and she was grateful. In her mind, Shatner knew instinctively what she “needed” and helped her give a good performance by making her cry. A film crew eager to get to lunch praised her for being a one-take wonder, reinforcing the moment as good with positive attention. I wonder what would have happened if the roles had been reversed and she had struck him.

The closest we get to seeing Rand’s inner life is in “Miri.” She, Kirk, and McCoy are part of a landing party that is trapped on a planet when they catch a disease that produces horrible lesions. Horrified by the marks on her body, she confesses that she used to want the captain to look at her legs, but not now when they are hideous.
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