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Mayer and the Dream Factory

-

AHe was the most honest man |
had a senso f romance about the movi
an entrepreneur inthe ofdias hi oned senseéHe
adored the business and he und

i Katharine Hepburn

In the roughly 54years since his death, movie mogul Louis B.
Mayer has been deribed as everything from a benevolent
father figure to ancour t |l y p ol Whstaverdthe v i |
publperceptonof t hi s gr eat legeyhast o d e
endured as a formidable star maker and purveyor of some of the
grandest motion pictures thidbllywood has ever produced.

AHe was truly a  osaide agént/pradiican n i
Charles Feldmarfj éi f t hey had more men
the sort of imagination and daring that Mayer had in the years
of his prime, the business would not belawing in the slough

of despond that ités in today.

Per haps. But Mayer6s sense of
woefully out of touch even by 1950, the last full year of his
reign as MGM6és undi s pu-+wva gearmmo n a
L.B. would see t$ supremacy in the picture business topple at
the behest of lesser men (Dore Schary and Nick Schenck) who
' mi sperceived their own steppi
expense, but quickly discovered they could only tread as paltry
substitutes in his shadows pe ak s not only
preeminence as a oO6great admini
truly gifted archetypes of the movie moguk extinct breed in
Hollywood today, replaced by the bean counter and corporate
6yesd man.

During his reign at MGM, Magyr 6 s pol i cy f or b
to prominence was simple: hire good people and leave them
alone. He trusted and admired creative individuals for the areas
in expertise that he admittedly lackdiMay er 6 s gr e al
was the wooigad diestdbr Kiagt \ddorsii Toh e

_ perpetuation of the star syste

Top: L.B. Mayer with producer Joe Pasternak disslugsting on the set of Two Sisters from Boston
(1946). Middle: The Irving G. Thalberg Buildmglt in the Moderne style and completed in 1938
housing MGM's creative staff and executive body. Bottom: MGM's original production facilities circa
1928- just before the dawning of sound technologies.
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(CENTRE: L.B. Mayer seated at his imposing oval deco desk inside the Thalberg building circa 1938. Mayer vacillated imithelation, though rarely in
a mean spirited way and always with a purpose. For example; when Jeanette MacDonald seem@cedrim$er recordings of songs for the film Maytime,

Mayer summoned her to his office whereupon he dropped to his knees, tears streaming down his cheeks, to belt out amdew{ghiteybadly) to show Ms.
MacDonald the passion she should have for remals.

L.B.'s real birthday remains a mystery. After becoming an American citizen he adopted July 4th as his ‘official' bidihgawpr Hze staff would be assembled

on the 4th by studio decree to extend their felicitations and Maygiven to being a hamfrequently fainted from faux gratitude over that public display of
enforced affectionMayer thought of MGM as a family. While some of his stars, like Jane Powell, Debbie Reynolds and June Allyson adoreth Mayer wi
reverence they might have displayed fibreir own fathers, other stars like Elizabeth Taylor and Gene Kelly were forthright in their animosities. Creative
differences aside, Mayer was hardly an angdait if he had his faults publicly he could always back them up privately with sound logic.

LE-T TOP: Mayer poses witieatre magnet Marcus Loew (centre) and director Fred Niblo who directed 1929'slemost people think that MGM put
Loew's Theatre Group on the map but actually it was the other way around, with Loewe creating MGM out ofalgamamf Metro Pictures, Goldwyn

Pictures and Louis B. Mayer Productions. With Marcus Loew's premature death in 1927, Mayer lost the first of his sourtiing tieaindustry; someone
he could turn to when the chips were down.

LEFT MIDDLE & BOTTOM IANAY RIGHT: views of Culver City. From the air, MGM was an impressive complex of buildings whose status in the industry grew
exponentially the closer one approached. MGM's iconic tower sign was dismantled in 1980 and replaced by a Lorimar Eelegathae eventually gave

way to a Columbia Studios logo. At the height of its operations, MGM sported the biggest and best sound stages inyallooidHtie biggest commissary
and a state of the art film processing lab.

RIGHT: Technicians prepare to netbeo the First's roar for the MGM logo. There have been seven Leo's who have roared for MGM over the years. MGM's




True-and every star was eqgqua
contract player, Lena Horne was told that the commissary
closed to 6éher kindo, Mayer

Cabin in the Sky (1943) to sup with him his private dining

room for the afternoon, then issued a direct memo to all stt
department s t hat read, 0 Al

employees at MGM will, in future, have the same access as w
performers and employees to all facilitiesafth st udi ¢
back this claim through external deeds, Mayer further courted
acceptance of Walter White, president of the NAAQC
proclaimingthatil | i ve and breathe t
It for others as well as mysgs

i
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In hindsightL . B. 6s per sonal refl ec
MGM in 1951 were cluttered with residual resentment tows
Dore Schary and Nick Schenck the two men directly
responsible for his removal and a growing bitterness thg
eventually consumed his everyotight, though his words have
also accurately foreshadowed the mire of making movies tot
Offering his opinion on the business in 1955, the impassio
Mayer publicly fretted thai We have so few

gl amour 6s gone anadgine public idoms.egods
washing dishes, wearing blue jeans, going to psychiatrists.
can anyone idolize people 1

I ndeed, by 1960 L.B.06s dreas
appoint ment of Dore Schary
Schenck,as V.P. in Charge of Production almost a full decs
after Thal bergés death had

start. Schary and MGM were not only strange, but higl
incompatible  bedfellows. Schary was an ambitiols
writer/producer and an inteteual, i € so const i p B
own importance that his smallest pronouncement sounds like:
Pitt of (RJhRerellddnd er 0 y

as Omes s agmovipsiwiht parablesto tell. Histitic |
sensibilities c¢clashed with
i mportantly with L.B. &diLiodie
Mayer made more stars than all the rest of the producer
Hol | ywood p defends dirgctort amce Mayer loyalisy
Clarence BrownfiHe knew how to hand

business working for him. He was like Hearst in the newspg
busi nesséhe made an empire



y challenged L.B. w
k) would do you in

i Dore Schary

To understand.B.Mayer 6 s resent ment towas
first admittedly reflect briefly on the man who uld eventually

come to be higuiet nemesis and successor. Born in 1905, Schary
was an MGM alumni thrice removed from power by producer
Harry Rapf before being appointed by Nick Schenck to oversee
daily production. In his early years at the studio, Scharybleat a
successful screenwriter, but had also managed to acquire the patina
of being a devious backstabbethanks in part to an incident where

he attempted to pass off l rving
Bros. Go West (1940) as his own work.

Despte his reputation, or perhaps in spite of it, Schary was a rising
star at MGM who had managed a modestly impressive slate of
projects wunder Rapfbés supervi si
Journey For Margaret and Bataan. However, when Mayer elected to
cane | t wo of Scharyés more weig
skulk off to David O. Selznick, then RKO rather than work within
Mayer 6s framewor k.

(Previous page. TOP: Mayer and visiting dignitaries in Italy as director Fred Niblo (left) prepares to
shoot 1929's Beiur epic sea battle. Shooting delays and an accidental fire on one of the galleys
that forced the film's extras to dive into the sea eamced Mayer that from that point on MGM
movies should all be shot on the back lot rather than location.

MIDDLE: Irving Grant Thalberg, nicknamed MGM's wunderkind because he had an impeccable knack
of knowing what the public wanted to see. Mayer and beay began their association as friends.

But Thalberg's desire to make fewer, but grander pictures, clashed with Mayer's assembly line
mentality. At its zenith, MGM made 52 pictures a year one per week an unheard of, and,
unmatched feat in Hollywods! history.

BOTTOM: MGM's vast 'Prop Department' was the envy of the other major studios, consisting of
costumes, furniture and accessories from virtually every period in history.

This page. TOP: Dore Schargp came to MGMn 1949with Mayer's relucant blessing only to oust
Mayer from his positiora scant two years later. Schary's penchant for low budget thrillers had been
well honed at RK©the studio he hailed frombut in retrospect it severely clashed with the studio's
ensconced desire to prode lavish spectacles and grand Technicolor musicals.

Middle: Schary and Mayer smile winningly for the cameras with Jane Powell on the set of Royal
Wedding. Only Powell seems to sense the backstage friction that would soon topple this empire.

Bottom: MGM marks its 30th year in movies with a cake cutting ceremony presided over by Schary
(right).



Though Scharyos initial excha
appointment as V.P. at the studio had been cordiagven
respectfuli slowly a quiet crisis betweehe old and new regimes

on the back lot increasingly generated friction in business acumens
as well as personal tastes. Mayer had two edicts by which he
oversaw daily producti on: 6do |
was inevitably more cerebral, some Wwbwsuggest highfaluting:

teach your audience something. Hence, the mounting tensions
between Schary and Mayer were both a contradiction of styles and
a clash of wills.

To be certain, L.B. could harbor a grudge. He also preferred things
be done his own waly not an outrageous request considering that
after Thal bergbs death the sol
had been placed squarely on his shoulders with much trepidation
but with regular success.

Mayer intuitively understood the artistic, as wa#l the business
end of making movi es. Hi s shif1
into 6family entertainmentd bod
for o6éclean entertainmentdo durin
successful and popular with thestwar generaon.

Worse, the creative landscape of Hollywood that surrounded L.B.,
the Hollywood that Mayer halfeartedly and unsuccessfully
attempted to reenter a half do
ousting from the studio, had so drastically changed with the
onslaight of television that it must have seemed a remote and
foreign enterprise to this man who once was regarded as at the
forefront of his craft.

TOP: A relationship that deserves quantifying. One of MGM's greaifsbt 'the' greatest assets

was JudyGarland (seen here with Mayer and composer Irving Berlin rehearsing thetsdbeefilm
Easter Parade (1945Much has been made of Mayer's so called 'abuse' of this mega watt talent; his
complicity in allowing Judy's stage mom to exploit her chilth little to no time off between
movies,as well asMayer's 'sanctioning' of prescription weight loss drugs and sleeping pills to keep
Judy working and thin. Butne cannot underestimate the naiveté that permeated Hollywood's
recreational use of drugs in tHE920s, 30s and 40s. Without full disclosure of the addictive nature of
such drugs, stars frequently resorted to various uppers and downers to keep their spirits up while
working at breakneck speed for all the studios.

MIDDLE: Mayer observes as Garlants tier wedding cake with groondirector Vincente Minnelli:
Judy's second husband. Her first, band leader David Rose, proved a volatile relationshigeéxpedi
to a successful divorce by Mayer's P.R. which also kept Garland's miscarriage a secret fsogash

BOTTOM: Mayer enjoys a turkey dinner on the set of Love Finds Andy Hardy (1939) with Mickey
Rooney and the cast. &tar Lewis Stone serves as carveFage Holden (left), Evelyn Keyes (right)
and Cecilia Parker look on.




ABOVE: in the 1940Mayer reigned supreme over a roster of talent unrivaled in Hollywood either during
his own time or afterward. For MGM's 20th anniversary Mayer posed for this Life Magazine photo with his
most prominent players. Throughout the 1930s and 40s MGM acqualedttlike most people do paper
clips- by the handful- thanks to an ever streaming line of talent scouts circling the globe on the studio's
behalf in search of that next 'great' discovery. Mayer's great faculty was the wooing of stars, the creation
and neintenance of a star system. Some of the most interesting faces absent from this assemblage are Jut
Garland, Clark Gable and Norma Shearell three considered titans of the first quality under MGM's
banner. The names remaining are distinguished andyndlow many can you identify?

LEFT: the Mayers and the Selznicks.\itB.first wife, Margaret, attendshe wedding of his daughter Irene

to independentfilm producer, David O. Selznick. The inside jakéhe studioimmediately following the
receptiong | & G K| (infaligk SI fa®ay NRA & S& 0é  { Sd proguked Wa@ Shorlivedly dzNJ
Y2NB2@SNI RdzS (G2 { St 1 y iofrblevery aspectofihe BrhakiSg progess. v S SR
BELOWa youthfuland invigoratedMlayer and Thalberg horse around on the golf course over choosing the
right clubg circa 1930. If there was ever a doubt as to how much like father and son these two had once
6SSys GKAA AYF3AS Lidzia G2 NBad GKS ikibdhe N initlafyl G
helped to promote.

Perhaps one of the greatest misperceptions about L.B. Mayer was
that he was a very fortunate tyraintan uncouth and uneducated
dictator who made and ruined talent to suit his own changeable
whims.

On the contary, upon discovering a taleiit any talent- Mayer
would do everything in his power to expose and nurturettltivate
it through acting, dancing and singing lessons, instructing his
writers, directors and producers to craft taieade product for it
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and ever finetuning finished films to ensure that every star shc
brighter than most others in the cinema firmament.

Not hing was too good for Mayer s._,..! %
his favorites, Judy Garland was quickly embraced and everlecbtgt '+ 8 25

Mayer 6s patience and respect, B g
Mr . Gabl ed. Mayer could certair
did not have to | ook hard or
prescription sedatives to help Garlagaell the emotional fragility that
pl agued the | atter hal f of her

acting as Judsdatof nampulativedoase byethhe mogg
to get his actress hooked on pills that could be used to bend her wil
make her a more manageable commaodity for the studio to exploit.

In fact, Mayer was only making available to Garland whatever medic 1
cures existed in a concerted attempt to straighten out her erratic beh

Since Mayer knew nothing of mental illness or even that prolon z
exposure to such sedatives leads to amalictt seems highly unlikely in S
retrospect that his intensions toward Garland were laced with anyt '
but the milk of human kindness. To be certain, Mayer wanted Garf =
back on the joli but not unhealthy or uncontrollable, to hold up ti %
company with ountless costly delays.

For Mayer, Judy was necesisao, ghe
needed to be cured. That no cure proved instant or lasting was a tr&
and likely not one that Mayer would have wished on one of his
popular stars. Marihanzai whose ego alone could have occupied t
floors of the Thalberg Memorial Building also could do no wrong as
as Mayer was concerned. May e rfiol s
think thereds a mMayer)pvpsriehy.eMost me
wonot hire people who <can repl
Cedric Gibbons and a | ot of ot

RIGHT: Mayer with actress Norma Shearer and producer Irving Thalberg shortly after the former be
Mrs. Thalberglrving's caeful guidance of Shearer's career was the subject of gossip about nepotism
Norma proved she had what it took to be a great leading lady. After Thalberg's death, Shearer qi
learned that Mayer did not hold the same interest in retaining her sesvatethe studio. In fact, upon
Thalberg's death, Mayer resisted paying out the sum of shares owed Norma as Thalberg's wife. Ever
Shearer chose to retire from the screen rather than fight the battle at the studio. She would marry
Valley ski instrctor Martin Arrouge five years after Thalberg's untimely death.

MIDDLE: Happier times. Norma's wedding portrait to Thalberg with Irene and L.B. immediatel
Thalberg's right. Guests of prominence include director King Vidor (far right) and actrees Mavies (to
Norma's left) who was then the mistress of publishing mogul, William Randolph Hearst.

BOTTOM: Selznick delights in Mayer signing over Clark Gable's services for his production of Go
The Wind (1939). In private, Selznick had to peatly beg Mayer for Gablea bitter pill for Selznick to
swallow- while Gable outwardly made it known that he wanted no part of the film. It didn't matter, Gal
was going to play Rhett Butler because that's the way Mayer wanted it. In return, Selznick h3
practically sign away his distributiorghts to the film that woull forever become synonymous with his|
name.



That genius would be tested immediately following the untimely
death of MGM6és V. P. i n Charge
1936. The relationship between Mayer and Thalberg, as all
relationships beteen Mayer and fellow colleagues who were at
least on equal creative and/or business plains, had been
periodically strained. Foll owi
guietly rumored around town t
industry would soon be in jeopardyistead, Mayer took control

as few of his peers expected, ushering in the golden age of
musicals under Arthur Freed while developing and maintaining
complete and absolute control over all daily operations.

AL. B. wa s n 6t Esther Willicens wold laterd réflect
ASuperintelligent people might have found him common or crass,
but he was trying to be the kind of executive that Lew Stone or
Walter Pidgeon would play. He may have been an immigrant with

a good suit of clothes, but never forget thaistiwvas a man
working hard to be an American!

At the dawn of her MGM tenure, Williams had been one of
Mayero6s reluctant discoveries.
to signing this champion swimmer had béelow t he hel |
make movies in a swimngin p o a bukband mutual respect
developed between mogul and future star almost from the moment
the ink on her contract had dried. Williams no nonsense approach
to celebrity garnered L.B.d&ds ad

Reportedly, after their first and only disagremt Williams
quietly let L.B. rant for a few moments before informing him that

he should not raise his voice to her again. When asked by a
perplexed Mayer why this was so, Williams calmly added,
AfBecause you <canot get Mayert h e
considered that he was not a great or esegood swimmer.
ATheyoéd say s wi mnwilliamg veekt en,iyl cdoudr
go to the ot herightttaondt laen dAgreethtii @ .
was a tete a tete between equals. Mayer had his strengths.
Williams hadhers.

(LEFT: Throughout his lifdayer tried to justify his pious outward belief in the sanctity of marriage
with his own sexual desires that often led him into strange and complicated relationships with
other women. Mayer is seen at a post Oscar géta one of his stars, Jean Harlow. The two were
never intimate, perhaps because Jean was a true innocent in every sense of the word who would
eventually marry MGM producer Paul Bern instead. MIDDLE: Thalberg gleefully signs his contract
under Mayer's wichful eye. BOTTOM: Thalberg, Shearer and Mayer share a pleasant moment a
scant four months before Irving would suffer his fatal heart attack at the age of 36.
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IFE BEGINNING & THE END

APl aced i n hi s proper perspe
greatest single force in the development of the motion picture
industry to the heights of prosperity and influence it finally
attained. 0

i Dally Variety

Louis B. Mayerwas born Eliezer Mayer in Mgk Russiain
1885, the son of an immigrant junk dealer who moved his
family from New York to Halifaxbefore settling in Haverhill
Massachusetts in 1904de was Jewish but only by birth,
forever extolling the virtues of God in public and in print while
rardy entering the synagogue to confirm that devotion. Mayer
was not formally educated but he became master in his
profession and a legitimate authority on movie making. It was
not an immediate or an easy climb.

Purchasing a small theatre in Haverhidly 1914 Mayer was
president of the largesiheaterfranchise in New England. But

his heart and ambitions lay elsewhere. He would later cogitate,
i realized then that movies
still own. o

In 1917, Mayer launched Louis B. MayProductions, entering

into a lucrative business argament with theatre magnet
Marcus Loewe; movindis produceroperations to Los Angeles
while acquiring Metro Pictures in the process. Therey a
alliance with Samuel Goldwyn (who hadlready been
succesfully producing) resulted in the creation of Metro
Goldwyn-Mayer Studio§ acompany that in a mere ten years
became the largest and most profitable film factory on the west
coast in no small part thanks t
vision.

(LEFTIn his later years there were really only two loves in Mayer's lifefise was horses,

the secondsocialite Lorena Danker who eventually became the second Mrs. Magebuilt

one of the finest thoroughbred stud farms on the west coast and spegdaal deal of time
away from MGMbetween 1945 and 1947. The euphemism for Mayer's absence was that he
was on Lot 28, which meant he was at the race tréchis absence, MGM began to flounder.

Loew's Chairman, Nick Sclukreventually ordered Mayer to fth'a new Thalberg' as VP in
Charge of Productionushering in the briefout destructive era of Dore Schary. Scheralso
forced Mayer to divest himself of his prized horsesbitter pill made all the more difficult to
swallow when rival moguls Williaffox and Jack Warner bought mostleé animals for their
ownracing interests.)

1C



Certainly, MGM6s V. P. Il rving Thalb
super productions that MGM made during these early years. But Thalberg
made these movies with Mages unassuming gui dance
whatever Thalberg did especially in the early days of their alliaricevas
destined to garner the studio both profits and prestigd/h e n | C a mge
her e i mscregénvidted Bednard Gordon proclaiméd| ved bydMGM

and thought t ol tnhyastedlsf é Hg | | Gowdo o d . |
compared and Mayer was the boss. M&odwynMay er . Mayer !

At the ti me o fMayérecoaltd dreadygaiiaim tb ¢ha mdst,

up to date production facilitiesmost prdicient technical staff, an ever
growing roster of top quality star talent atfte biggest commissariyn
Hollywood. With its own fire and police departments and an educational
facility for its expanding youth roster, MGM was legally classified as a city

I Culver Cty. The studiods supremacy in t
applause in theaters even as Leo the Lion roared before each feature.

But MGMOs stature was also reflect e
Warner Bros. or Paramougambled on their own one or two big movies
per annum, these were readily refei
In fact, what other studios spent on two or three movies made up the budget
of just one MGM movie; and a-eature at that. B movies weafforded A

list budgets and A i st movies exemplified th
with mind-boggling artistry. Of the top 10 box office draws in the country,
at | east 5 were under contract t o

between 1933 and 194

A formidable businessman Mayer 6s | ack of f or ma
to hurt his prospest As he ruled MGM with an iron fist though arguably
gentle hand, Mayebecame the highest paid personage in the industry and
President H osd guest atsthe w\hite yHouse. Despite his
accol ades and admiration from with
Incorporated, Mayer had his detractorghen Marcus Loewe died, Mayer
found himself pitted againstily corporate wheeler and dealemicholas
Schertk. When Schenk plotted in the late thirties to sell MGM to rival
mogul William Foxi a move Mayer successfully thwarted through his
political connectionsi a professional wound opened that would have
seriousrepercussion®r Mayer and his studiyears later

TOP: A smug Dore Schary poses for this studio portrait, circa 1953. MIDDLE to BOTTOM: Schary never cared
much for MGM's star system. In fact, under his tutelage, the studio began to slowly divest itself of its roster of
peerless talent. Mger, on the other hand, was a star maker. He would spend whatever it took to create a
personality if he believed in the creativity of the individudPPERMIDDLE: Mayer enjoys a hearty laugh with

Lana Turner and Tony Marti.OWER MIDDLEempers seem giined in this photo of Mayer with Gene Kelly

on the set of An American in Paris (199BDTTOM: An aged Mayer escorts one time studio diva, Joan Crawford

to the premiereof her ‘comeback’ pictureTorch Sng (1953) an unqualified bombA decade earlieMayer had

allowed Crawford's contract to lapse. The move did themhtgdod. Crawford won hesnly Oscar for Mildred
Pierce(1944)- her first film for Warner Brothers. A decade of prominent hits for Crawford at WB followed.
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