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Foreword by Debbie Reynolds and Carrie Fisher



Movie mothers are a topic near and dear to me for many reasons. I’ve been a movie admirer since I was a little girl and I have always loved my mother. I had the immense honor of working with marvelous actresses who played my mother from age seventeen, until I portrayed a mother myself in the movie Mother. And of course, I am a mother of two wonderful children, one of whom is likewise an actress and a mother.


I raised my children on the great old movies that always had delightful actors—great character actors, and especially great mothers. These movie mothers made my children happy, as they have so many children. If you had a difficult childhood, movie mothers depicted understanding, aided you through those hard years and gave you hope. How many of us wanted our real mothers to be more like our reel mothers, the ones we grew up with in the movies? I will guess all of us!


Greer Garson in Mrs. Miniver and Maureen O’Hara in How Green Was My Valley, Jane Darwell in The Grapes of Wrath and Margaret Wycherly in Sergeant York—to name just a few. We loved them all because of their wisdom and understanding, which always saved the day (and, more importantly, the children).


I was lucky when it came to both kinds of mothers, the real and the reel. My own mother instilled in me the desire to accomplish every project that I started and follow it through to its completion. Both of my parents were in agreement on that point. Also, always to follow “The Golden Rule” and be kind to everyone—that was her major influence on shaping me as a person, which I, in turn, have imparted to my own children. Her ideas and teachings have followed me throughout my life. I am very grateful to both of my parents for their love and guidance, which have served me well in both my career and life. But it’s also fun for anyone to imagine being hugged and completely understood by a movie mother, who happens to be a marvelous actress and so loved by millions—and I had plenty of those experiences as well.


When I moved to MGM Studios, I got to work with Bette Davis as my mother in The Catered Affair. She was fabulous—powerful, yet helpful. Scary too, because she was always helping to teach you how to properly act, and she made every point a strong one. How I grew to adore her. She was a wonderful “second mother.” MGM had all the beautiful actresses under contract, including the supporting actresses who never played the glamorous mothers, but the more supportive, loving, funny mothers.


My next movie mother was a lady by the name of Una Merkel. She was the sweetest and most loving of all. We remained great friends for many years afterward. Later, Lilli Palmer played my mother in the movie The Pleasure of His Company, with Fred Astaire and Tab Hunter. See? Just like that I had three new mothers!


Of course, I enjoyed watching movie mothers as much as I did working with them. My favorite was Spring Byington—so cute and cuddly, always understanding when others were critical. In Presenting Lily Mars she, or rather, her role, let you believe you could realize your dreams. And remember Irene Dunne in I Remember Mama? Among my other favorites were Myrna Loy, Agnes Moorehead, Dorothy McGuire, Sophia Loren, Jane Wyatt, Donna Reed and Norma Shearer.


The movie studios, of course, made a point of distinguishing between reel mothers and real mothers. The Breen Office and the Production Code forced married couples into separate beds on the set (how did they think these women became mothers?), and films could rarely depict motherhood in any way that was nearly so messy as it is in real life. Movie mothers were neat, organized, energetic, and seemed always ready to be a perfect spouse and parent. They made most of us forget the areas in our life we weren’t so happy with, for a movie moment.
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—Debbie Reynolds


The first awareness I had of what a family was came from the television show Father Knows Best. Robert Young played the role of the father, Mr. Anderson—the man who presumably knew best. Jane Wyatt portrayed the iconic 1960s television mother, always in the kitchen wearing her apron and making dinner, beaming proudly over her beloved brood. Somehow my memories of these characters are far more vivid than a lot of my recollections of my own relatives. The TV father would come home each evening dressed in a suit and tie, and pull his daughter onto his lap, giving her a hug and a kiss. He lovingly referred to his daughter as “Princess,” a title that would become synonymous with me, but more on that another time. Their Princess, their kitten, their baby girl would grow up to be just like her mother but do more charity work and play tennis. She would never be too big to be Mommy and Daddy’s favorite little girl.


I dreamt of having a family like this. Never mind that I had a beautiful mother all my own at home, who beamed proudly at my brother and me. My mother was nothing like Margaret Anderson, the mother character on Father Knows Best. She didn’t wear an apron or serve homemade meals—well, until recently, but there is no apron involved when she makes dinner for her adored dog, Dwight. Not only that, I didn’t have a father who knew best; he refused to hoist me onto the safe harbor of his lap and make it all better than okay. I found out later that many of my schoolmates lacked their own Father Knows Best families—we all lived in this media-made world where everyone grinned and lived happily ever after every day. Is it any wonder we all grew up to be serial killers or failed anorexics (if we were lucky) before the age of thirty-five?


It must have conveniently slipped my rebellious adolescent mind that I had my very own media mother at home. I really didn’t need Margaret Anderson. I mean, let’s face it, Margaret wasn’t prettier than my mom, and both were loving and kind. What Margaret was that Debbie wasn’t was edited. In addition, Margaret could cook, whereas my mother had a cook. My mother could spell apron; Mrs. Anderson just wore one. But kindness and aprons aside, I think the biggest difference is the editing. Editing rescues us from the tedium and upset of everyday life. I don’t mean to suggest that my mother is boring and upsetting—beyond quite the opposite—but let’s face it, everyone shares that potential. I know I do. Ask around.


Parents are rarely strangers, although my father was frequently the exception to that rule. It was Father Knows Best that taught me that my relationship with my male parent was many miles from ideal. So, media can teach us something, the welcome lesson of what we have versus the punishing ideal that whispers what we lack—what we endure, as opposed to what we desire. The odd thing was, because my mother, for the most part, could be found wandering through “Ideal Land,” I was envied, as most kids my age only knew the edited, filmed version of Debbie Reynolds. I envied others, as I assumed they lived with the beaming, apron-clad Mrs. Anderson.


As far as I know, I’ve only played mothers a few times in my nuanced career as an actress. I truly wasn’t certain of this fact until I looked myself up on IMDb, something I have to do these days in order to reminisce. The difficulty is that I try not to get too far into character when acting, as there’s a chance I might be unable to easily extract myself later. Unfortunately, I can only say with absolute certainty that I was anyone’s parent when I played Carol Peterson. My husband and I had a nine-year-old son named Dave. (I thought I had had two children, though according to IMDb, I had one. So you see, as the saying goes, you never know for certain how many children you have until you verify it online.) So, judging from my casting record, I wasn’t really the maternal type. Which might explain why I only had one child in Actual Unedited Life. A fine example of life imitating art (or thereabouts), depending on whether or not you consider the movie The ’Burbs art, in which I played a Mrs. Anderson-type mother as Tom Hanks’s wife.


According to my source at IMDb, I was in something called From Here to Maternity. Inspired by one of Anton Chekhov’s early short stories (I’m lying), I’m assuming the piece related to women waiting to welcome their little stranger; so, though I wasn’t a bona fide parent à la The ’Burbs, my guess is that I played a mother-to-be (that, or a gynecologist). Though I discovered it on IMDb as a credit of mine, the main things I found out were that it was a short and Richard Simmons was also in it, hopefully playing a pregnant person himself.


It turns out, not only have I not played a host of screen moms, I haven’t had a lot of screen mothers. But then, how many do you really need? Lee Grant was my mother in Shampoo, though we didn’t have any scenes together. Anne Bancroft played my mother-in-law in Garbo Talks, and last but far, far away from least, Natalie Portman portrayed the mother-to-be of my Star Wars character Princess Leia (alluded to earlier) three times.


But, though this was a fine assortment of moms, I must’ve felt cheated in some way, because once I began writing, the very first screenplay I wrote, Postcards from the Edge, included the mother of all mothers. I’m not bragging or anything. I’m just stating a fact. If you saw it, you’d know what I mean. It was the story of a mother and daughter. A mother and daughter in show business. As I recall, a certain amount of the dialogue in Postcards was actually taken from my relationship with my mother, from our Actual Unedited Life. Go figure.


All my life I’d watched mothers and daughters in films and either wished that my mother and I were at least a little more like them, as their characters trended toward the ideal, or was thrilled that we were as unlike them as we were.


Obviously, the relationships that appealed to me most could be found in black and white films (both speaking and silent), but they were also in Technicolor films and occasionally even modern-day color films—of the sentimental and/or old-fashioned variety.


Of course, the film relationships that made me feel even more grateful in the extreme for having Debbie Reynolds as a parent were in films such as Mommie Dearest, Carrie, and, of course, the classic mother-daughter tribute, Nice Girls Don’t Explode, to name but a few.


Either way—whether you want to feel beat up and/or inspired by the seemingly ideal, filmed relationship, or thrilled and relieved by those cinematic torture-filled, murderous relationships—it’s always interesting to shake out the cobwebs of your Actual Familial Female Intertwining (AFFI). It’s never boring to check out someone else’s idea of family life and see where you fall on the chaotic scale of art imitating life. See if by treating yourself to a mother-daughter film you can maybe even tip that scale, change your place on it or revel in the wonder of where you fell. Take leave of your Actual Unedited Life for a few hours and be anointed in entertainments of every style and type. You can never go wrong, even if you have to go wrong in a self-righteous way. My plan is to do a documentary of my mother and my life. That way we can document our actual life and pop in the editing later on—a kind of combination of real life and life of the artistic variety. Call it Wash Out That Grey Gardens! or The Over Fifty Shades of Grey Gardens.


—Carrie Fisher





INTRODUCTION






Where Have All the Mothers Gone?


I remember Mama. We called her Mom or Mother. Elizabeth McCluskey Corliss lived her entire long life in Philadelphia. For forty-one years Elizabeth taught first grade in the city’s public school system; for thirty years she was married to the love of her life, my father, Paul, until his death in 1963; and for many more years she raised—uplifted—my brother, Paul Jr., and me, teaching us less by command than by example, by her easy charm and uncommon sense. I hardly exaggerate when I say that everyone who knew Elizabeth adored her, and that she repaid that affection a thousandfold. She loved her siblings, her sons, her grandchildren, her whole extended family and the friends she had accumulated over a gracious lifetime.


Her life, which lasted one hundred years, two months and twenty-two days—exactly the span of Gloria Stuart, the actress who played the older Rose in James Cameron’s Titanic—wasn’t all good luck: Within a year and a half in her mid-fifties she lost her husband and a breast to cancer. Her dear sister Margaret, who lived with us, died of cancer a few years later. But nothing dimmed Elizabeth’s dimpled optimism, her belief in the decency of the people she knew. I knew most of them, and I agree they were good. Just not as wonderful as my mom.


Growing up in the 1950s, I imagined that my mother was the inspiration for television moms played by Donna Reed and Harriet Nelson, and that cheerful family programs like Father Knows Best were documentaries filmed with hidden cameras in our neighborhood. TV shows of that decade did what my parents did: teach, comfort and reassure. But who would make a movie of Elizabeth Corliss’s life? In fifties films, I saw few women who reminded me of my mom. James Dean, who I thought nearly matched me in faunlike sensitivity, had a clueless mother in Rebel Without a Cause and a brothel-owning mother in East of Eden. A slew of serious films sprang from novels and plays that ripped the Band-Aid off generational wounds. No movie family convened as we did each evening in the living room, eating tuna salad on table trays and watching the evening news on a twelve-inch Philco set. The Corliss home life was surely worth living, I’ll testify to that, but Hollywood might say it was not worth filming.


I sing the movie mother, proud and strong. Also warm and gentle and, on occasion, misguided or downright nasty. Motherhood has embraced multitudes across the history of the medium, from the earliest peep shows—when that regal mom Mary Queen of Scots was shown being beheaded in an 1895 trick film—through the 1930s-’40s golden age of both Hollywood and mothers, and up to the most modern films, when . . . Wait a minute, what happened? Where have all the mothers gone?


They should still be around, because they always have been. Mothers have driven dramatic literature from Euripides’s Medea in 431 B.C. to Tyler Perry’s Madea today. Ever since the Greeks, the theater has honored the compact between what any audience has experienced—the joys and tensions of the maternal bond—and what it can see onstage. Shakespeare knew that the actions of mothers could stoke classic tragedy: If Gertrude hadn’t married her late husband’s brother, her son, Hamlet, would have been just another morbid teen instead of a palace insurrectionist. In some of the great plays of the mid-twentieth century—Death of a Salesman. Long Day’s Journey into Night, A Raisin in the Sun and Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?—women address their own or their husbands’ infirmities and the urges of their children, real or imagined. In the last decade, Perry’s touring plays about the sassy Mabel “Madea” Simpson, a character he says is based on his own mother and aunt, may not win drama awards, but they have extended into the twenty-first century the theater’s fascination with mother love.


American television, for its entire lifespan, has teemed with mothers, from Lucy Ricardo and June Cleaver to Marge Simpson and Breaking Bad’s Skyler White. All have served as anchors of love, loyalty and common sense. Mostly, they serve at home, where the hearth is, and the TV set. The media room is near the kitchen, traditionally portrayed as Mom’s domain, and the typical small-screen drama—a weekly habit, not an event—affirms her time-honored values: nurturing, reassurance, continuity, commitment. Learning and hugging, as the old TV rule goes. Mother knows best.


In films of the last half century, though, mothers have nearly become an endangered species. We grant that a modern superhero may have a mom: Thor (Chris Hemsworth) reveres his Fridda (René Russo); and in Man of Steel, Superman (Henry Cavill) has a birth mother (Ayelet Zurer) and an Earth mother (Diane Lane), both of them selflessly devoted to their boy. A villain, like the drug-cartel prince played by Ryan Gosling in Only God Forgives, may also have a mother: the cartel queen Kristin Scott Thomas, with a vicious mouth and a malicious will. But mainstream Hollywood has essentially consigned mother stories to foreign films (the Korean Mother and Pieta, for example) and to indie movies of the Sundance stripe (Precious, The Kids Are All Right), which have inherited the domestic-drama genre that long sustained American cinema. In real life, mothers far outnumber superheroes or serial killers in this country—but not on this country’s multiplex screens.


Why is the mother movie near extinction? Let us suggest a few reasons.


1. Movies are about movement. People watch TV but go to a movie. The big screen doesn’t duplicate the cozy home viewing of TV; it’s a giant wall for communal dreams. Having got out of the house, filmgoers presumably wanted to see the characters on that wall do the same: break out of the status quo to court danger and achieve physical triumph. The convention of womanly acceptance gave way to the depiction of manly quests. Unlike the theater and TV, media that from their beginnings embraced the power of the voice, cinema began in silence; it was all show, no talk. On a movie set, a crew member shouts, “Lights, camera, action!”—not “Lights, camera, chatting.”


When sound films replaced silents in the late 1920s, they did become more like theater: filmed plays, in which people talked out their conflicts, often brilliantly. These were sophisticated wars of words, in an arena where women could battle men on equal terms, and win. But most of today’s big movies are all show, little tell; they offer world-threatening scenarios resolved by rockets, space suits, muscles—in a word, manpower. Hollywood replaced weighty subjects with heavy lifting. Superheroes may have mothers, but they aren’t mothers.


2. The role of women has evolved. For millennia, mothers have superbly performed crucial tasks—keeping the brood together, cooking and cleaning, instilling the values of civility and civilization—that were not seen as intrinsically cinematic; they were routine duties, drudge work, homework. In the last half century, the number of women in the workforce has risen sharply until it is now close to the percentage of employed men. That change should have cued a new era of movies about working women, including working mothers. But the demographic trend coincided with the ebbing of movie realism and the blooming of fantasy; we’re talking about you, Star Wars. The mammoth success of that sci-fi epic, surely the single most influential movie of the past forty years, certified Hollywood’s flight away from women (and mothers) and toward heroic sons (with father issues).


The increased economic power of women meant only that they had more money to spend on movies about science-fiction and pulp-fiction men. If women wanted to see the drama and fun of a working mother’s life in fictional form, they watched TV. In the rare cases when a woman is at the center of some big action picture, she is usually the solitary warrior, as unencumbered by children as any Marvel man. Katniss Everdeen couldn’t win the Hunger Games if she had to go home at sundown to cook the kids’ dinner.


3. The audience has evolved. For generations, when moviegoing was a family activity, Hollywood designed its films to appeal to all and offend few. In the half century of feature filmmaking before the industry introduced its rating system in 1968, anyone of any age could see any movie; that fact imposed a self-censorship on filmmakers and a modicum of good behavior on film content. Even in the early years of G-, PG-, R- and X-rated movies, Hollywood believed that, when a dating couple was considering what to see at the Bijou, the woman usually made the choice. Today, that rule doesn’t apply so much. Movies are still a relatively cheap date, but women tend to go in groups to see a women’s movie (Sex and the City, Mamma Mia!) and men go in packs to see guy movies (everything else). Since men, young men, are the crucial demographic in a hit franchise, Hollywood produces stories to appeal to their fantasy self-image.


And that’s just in North America. In the rest of the world—a huge market that accounts for more than half of the business for pictures produced by the big studios—audiences don’t care about the niceties of dialogue, especially as spoken by women with children. The global box office seems to validate this gender prejudice. Of the seventeen films that had earned more than a billion dollars at the worldwide box office through the end of 2013, the top two—James Cameron’s Avatar and Titanic—were, yes, love stories of the Romeo-and-Juliet stripe, on the Atlantic or in outer space, but the heroine’s mother in Titanic was the merest marplot. And Titanic, unlike Star Wars, was seen as a fluke, not a blueprint for a new spate of fateful romances. In the other billion-dollar movies, mothers were usually poignantly distant memories (as with Harry Potter’s late mum) or nonexistent. Only the James Bond film Skyfall boasted a significant maternal figure: Judi Dench’s M, the stern surrogate mom to both 007 and the movie’s villain, Silva. Otherwise, it’s all superheroes, pirates, wizards and Mad Hatters.


That list is tabulated by dollars, which have inflated as ticket prices soared over the decades. But the true measure of a film’s success is tickets sold, and by this standard, five of the all-time top ten films contain significant maternal figures. In tenth place, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs: a wicked stepmother, scheming to kill a girl who learns to mother seven small bachelors. At nine, The Exorcist: a single mother battles her child’s possession by demons. At eight, Doctor Zhivago: the search for the lost child of the good doctor and his vibrant love Lara. At three, The Sound of Music: the nun postulant who becomes the wonderful, singing stepmother of seven starchy Austrian kids. And at number one, in what is still the most popular of all films, Gone With the Wind, with three prime maternal roles: Scarlett, the willful belle whose motherhood is creased by tragedy; Melanie, the saintly one, whose baby Scarlett midwifes; and Mammy, the house slave and Earth Mother of them all.


Turner Classic Movies knows the importance of GWTW. It was the first film shown on the network, as well as on its predecessor, TNT, when that channel was the flagship of the Ted Turner’s MGM-RKO-Warner Bros. library. Moms still live in old movies, especially on TCM—which, if it shows a series of Irene Dunne or Fay Bainter films, can seem like Turner Classic Mothers. To look at the movies of Hollywood’s golden age and beyond is to chart both the progression of women’s power and the devolution of motherhood as the defining aspect of womanhood. Recalling the movies’ saintly or sinful women, we hope to bring them back to life in all their heroism and travail, their wit and their passion.


This book will trace the course of movie mothers from their birth in silent films, through their flourishing in the golden age and into the thinning of the herd in later decades. These pages are graced by good moms and bad, stepmothers and surrogate mothers, maternal figures in crime movies, horror films and sci-fi epics. We don’t guarantee that all your favorite movie mothers are included, but we offer more than a hundred for your edification and fond remembrance. You will revisit old friends; you may meet new ones. Where have the movie mothers gone? Here.


A word of warning: Any mother’s story spans her whole life, and we sometimes tell what happens at the end, without the black flag of a SPOILER ALERT. But the appeal of these stories is less in their resolutions than in the details that give mood and meaning to any film. Mothers may die, but they’ll never die out—not on TCM and not in this book, where we remember Mamas: mine, yours and the movies’.
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The Human Comedy, 1943: Widowed mother Fay Bainter with her children Donna Reed and Mickey Rooney and family friend Marsha Hunt.








A GALLERY OF GOLDEN AGE MOMS






These actresses played women who were heart strong and hearth warm.


Golden Age Hollywood, which reveled in good women passing their finest qualities on to their young charges, boasted an informal stock company of actresses suitable for all manner of dear ladies; in memory they blend into a composite portrait of classic movie moms. Finding Fay Bainter, Beulah Bondi or Anne Revere in a film, audiences of the 1930s and ’40s were instantly assured that maternal warmth awaited. At a higher level of marquee glamour, Myrna Loy and Irene Dunne proved ideal movie mothers: poised and caring, with a salutary leavening of worldly humor.


FAY BAINTER


Onstage from childhood, she trod the boards for thirty-five years before getting her first movie role, at forty, as Lionel Barrymore’s wife and the mother of two grown children in the 1934 film This Side of Heaven. Bainter executed a diversionary maneuver as Bondi’s impatient daughter-in-law in 1937’s Make Way for Tomorrow (see the chapter “Bad Seeds”) before solidifying her primacy as Hollywood’s most motherly mother, with large eyes that cooed with empathy and the fret lines that were a concerned mom’s war scars. She nurtured William Holden in Our Town (1940); twice served as Mickey Rooney’s mother, in Young Tom Edison (1940) and The Human Comedy (1943); and played an Iowa farm woman shepherding her children Jeanne Crain and Dick Haymes in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s State Fair (1945). As if testing the tensile strength of Bainter’s characters, the studios often multiplied her children and amped up her woes. Warners transferred the Lane sisters and Gale Page from Claude Rains’s care in Four Daughters to Bainter’s in Daughters Courageous (1939). And in Mrs. Wiggs of the Cabbage Patch (1942) she is a shantytown mother with more kids than Ma Kettle and as many domestic challenges as Ma Joad. And she still managed to play it as comedy.


The essential Bainter films are two from 1938. Mother Carey’s Chickens casts her as a Rhode Island “hen” who sustains her “chicks”—primarily, daughters Anne Shirley and Ruby Keeler—after the death of her sea captain husband. She imparts a mother’s lore about first love to Shirley and scares away prospective buyers of the family’s overmortgaged home by claiming the place is haunted. Offered the chance to live with their rich aunt, the daughters naturally stick with Mom. Anyone would—anyone who had seen White Banners, in which Bainter is Hannah, a woman of mystery who brightens the Indiana lives of Paul and Marcia Ward (Rains and Kay Johnson) and their children with her good cooking, spot-on housekeeping and inspired hints for the inventions that Paul hopes to patent. Being a more genial Mary Poppins is only incidental to Hannah’s secret mission: monitoring the progress of the Wards’ neighbor boy Peter (Jackie Cooper), the child she had out of wedlock and was forced to abandon.
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White Banners, 1938: Fay Bainter intercedes between Claude Rains and the “neighbor boy” Jackie Cooper.







The performance earned Bainter a Best Actress Oscar nomination in the same year she won for Best Supporting Actress in a more worldly role as Bette Davis’s aunt in Jezebel. Davis took Best Actress, and posterity wouldn’t take it from her. But Bainter’s work in White Banners deserves some award, for bringing shivering heartache and beneficence to Hannah, the constant mother and secular saint.


BEULAH BONDI


If Fay Bainter’s face was a velvet pillow that welcomed a child’s cuddles and cries, Beulah Bondi’s was sharp, beaky, with small eyes and a thin mouth. Yet her features could crinkle with a memory of passion as Victor Moore’s wife on their fiftieth wedding anniversary in Make Way for Tomorrow, or with rabid joy at the sight of a dear son, like Fred MacMurray in Remember the Night (1940). In that Preston Sturges script, directed by Mitchell Leisen, MacMurray is a Manhattan DA who has brought a shoplifting sharpie (Barbara Stanwyck) to his Indiana home for Christmas.


Like Bainter, Bondi came to movies in her forties, a ready-made mom. (In her 1931 film debut, Street Scene, she reprised her role as a tenement gossip in Elmer Rice’s Broadway hit.) Often playing women far older than she, Bondi certified her golden age Mom status by serving as James Stewart’s mother in four films, including three released within twenty months. In Of Human Hearts (1938) she is a minister’s pioneer wife, Mary, selling precious silver spoons so her son Jason (Gene Reynolds as a boy) can read Harper’s Monthly, and, a decade later, selling the family horse to buy a uniform for the grown Jason (Stewart) to wear as a Civil War doctor; even Abraham Lincoln intercedes to return a young man to his mother. Bondi and Stewart were granted a comic respite in Vivacious Lady (1938), with the mother a friendly negotiator in the war between Stewart’s jazzy bride Ginger Rogers and his stuffy father (Charles Coburn). The following year Bondi shone in the small, pivotal role of Ma Smith, the source of Senator Jimmy’s humane grit in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington.
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Remember the Night, 1940: Fred MacMurray with his best girls, mother Beulah Bondi and aunt Elizabeth Patterson.
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It’s a Wonderful Life, 1946: James Stewart with Beulah Bondi as Ma Bailey and Samuel S. Hinds as his father, Peter.







Bondi’s last work with Stewart was her finest: spanning a quarter century as Ma Bailey to his George in Frank Capra’s It’s a Wonderful Life (1946). For most of the film she is the perfect mom, kissing George and saying, “That’s for nothing,” informing him of the crush his future wife Mary (Donna Reed) has on him and, when the Bailey Building & Loan fails, praying for the restoration of her boy’s emotional equilibrium. Toward the end, in George’s glimpse of Bedford Falls as the noir-Dickensian Pottersville, Bondi metamorphoses into the crone figure, suspicious and bitter, telling the son she never had that he should be in a lunatic asylum. A sepulchral vision of a town missing one small, crucial soul, this section of It’s a Wonderful Life also suggests that the first requisite of a wonderful mother is the child into whom she can pour her love.


ANNE REVERE


Before Beulah Bondi got the part of Ma Bailey, Frank Capra had considered casting Anne Revere. But the actress, a direct descendant of Revolutionary War hero Paul Revere, was never short of mother roles—until she lost a later revolutionary war, when Hollywood blacklisted her in 1951. Some called her “Anne Severe” for her strong features worth chiseling on Mount Rushmore and for a glance that could penetrate platinum. And she played her share of forbidding biddies: the widow in Sunday Dinner for a Soldier, and Alice Faye’s older sister in Fallen Angel (both 1945). Robert Rossen’s Body and Soul (1947) casts her as Anna Davis, the proud, defiant mother of John Garfield’s Charley, who, after his father dies, turns to boxing to support his urban-poor family. Abraham Polonsky’s script sizzles with elemental mother-son exchanges. “I want money, money, MONEY!” Charlie tells Anna. And when she spits out, “Better you go buy a gun and shoot yourself,” he snaps back, “You need money to buy a gun!”




[image: Images]


National Velvet, 1943: Anne Revere encourages her horse-loving daughter Elizabeth Taylor.





She mothered a saint—Bernadette of Lourdes (Jennifer Jones) in 1943’s The Song of Bernadette—and an angel: Elizabeth Taylor, then twelve, in National Velvet (1944). As Mrs. Brown, she teaches Velvet a species of Hollywood moral relativism (“What’s the meaning of goodness if there isn’t a little badness to overcome?”) and the value of pursuing unlikely goals. “We’re alike,” she tells her daughter. “I, too, believe that everyone should have a chance at a breathtaking piece of folly once in his life. . . . You’re twelve; you think a horse of yours can win the Grand National. Your dream has come early; but remember, Velvet, it will have to last you all the rest of your life.” And as the mother of Gregory Peck, crusading journalist, in Gentleman’s Agreement (1947), she both encourages her son to expose anti-Semitism and gently chides him for his own moderate sexism. All three of the roles earned Revere Oscar nominations for Best Supporting Actress. She won for National Velvet.
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