
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
ά.ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƘǳƳƻǊΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƻǊǎŜ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƎƛǊƭǎΦ  
L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦŦΦέ 

       ς Joan Blondell  

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƎŜƴƛǳǎΩ ƎŜǘǎ ōŀƴŘƛŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎh these days that it is in danger of losing its original meaning. In its raw form, 

ΨƎŜƴƛǳǎΩ is ascribed to someone of exceptional intellect or creativity. But rarely does a genius possess strengths in both 

areas. DŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΣ ƎŜƴƛǳǎŜǎ come from all walks of life, impacting the world in virtually all of its 

multifaceted endeavors. In art it  is sometimes difficult to label a genius as such ς particularly if the abilities in question 

appear so extraordinary that they register in the public consciousness as avante guarde or perhaps even ahead of their 

ǘƛƳŜΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿƛƴ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎΦ  

It can sometimes miss its mark with the paying public too; particularly in the realm of film where credit is divided along the 

components of the creative assembly line. And in Hollywood at least, ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƎŜƴƛǳǎ ƛǎ often ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ Ƙŀǎ-been; a 

precarious seesaw of instability balanced ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƛƴǎŀǘƛŀōƭŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ς something different ς 

something ΨŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƛƴƎΩ ŀƭƭ of the time. One of the hallmarks of true creative genius is staying power. What is quite 

ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻŘŀȅ Ƴŀȅ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŦŀǾƻǊ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΦ .ǳǘ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘǊǳƭȅ ƛƳōǳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇŀǊƪ ƻŦΧǿŜƭƭΧƎŜƴƛǳǎΣ then, ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ 

likely to be forgotten or entirely set aside. It may be lampooned or even mocked. It most certainly will be copied, though 

arguably ƴŜǾŜǊ ŘǳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘΦ .ǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǊŜǾƛǎƛǘŜŘΣ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀΩǎ ǎŀƪŜΣ ōǳǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƛƴƴŀǘŜ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ 

and sheer joy that, once seen, can never be forgotten.  

Movie lovers have labeled this ƛƴǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜ ŀǎ ΨƳŀƎƛŎΩΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦȅ what the images of Busby 

Berkeley have given to us over the generations. From 1930 to 1962 Berkeley dazzled with his confounding geometric 

kaleidoscopes. During his own time Berkeley saw his reputation spectacularly rise, and almost as spectacularly fall, only to 

be resurrected again in the late 1970s just before his death. By then he had garnered new fans and a newfound respect 

from students studying his work across America. More recently, homages to Berkeley have appeared in everything from 

commercials for Daisy sour cream, The Gap and Old Navy ǘƻ 5ƛǎƴŜȅΩǎ .Ŝŀǳǘȅ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘŜ .Ŝŀǎǘ (1991). In fact, his efforts are so 

easily identifiable at a glance that anyone even attempting to emulate his artistry has been forced to reference it as having 

a Berkeley-esque quality. Even the American Thesaurus of Slang Ƙŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŀǎ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ψŀƴȅ 

ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ŘŀƴŎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊΦΩ 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover: Berkeley posed for this publicity still for Gold Diggers of 1933, a compendium of super-ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ǎƘƻǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨRemember My 
Forgotten ManΩ number from the film. Previous page (left): Joan Blondell, Dick Powell and Ruby Keeler joyously preen for this publicity still from Dames (1934). Behind the 
ǎŎŜƴŜǎ ŜȄƘŀǳǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ƻƴ 5ŀƳŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǊƎǳŀōƭȅ ƘŜ ŜǾŜǊ ƘŀŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜΦ άIŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ǉǳǘ ǳǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƴƎŜǊΗέ .ƭƻƴŘŜƭƭ ǿƻǳƭŘ 
later admit. (Previous right): A smiling Berkeley proudly poses with a sampling of his female chorines in between takes on the Warner backlot during the filming of Dames.  
Berkeley had a lot to grin over. He was king of his domain and Warner afforded him every opportunity to exercise his creative genius. But in only a few short years, their 
attitude would change. (This page, left): After moving to MGM Berkeley was given the rather plum role of tailoring a series of four movie musicals featuring two of the 
ǎǘǳŘƛƻΩǎ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ǎǘŀǊǎΤ WǳŘȅ DŀǊƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ aƛŎƪŜȅ wƻƻƴŜȅΦ IŜǊŜΣ .ǳȊȊ Ǉǳǘǎ wƻƻƴŜȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜǇǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜƘŜŀǊǎŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ψ¸ŀƴƪŜŜ 5ƻƻŘƭŜ .ƻȅΩ dream sequence from 
Babes on Broadway (1941). (Right): Berkeley is intense as he observes Dick Powell running through a scene from Gold Diggers of 1935, the first complete movie he directed 
ƻǾŜǊ ŀǘ ²ŀǊƴŜǊ .ǊƻǎΦ hƴŎŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǎǘȅƭŜΣ tƻǿŜƭƭ Ǝƭƛōƭȅ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ άIŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǎǿŜŀǘǎΧŀƴŘ ǎǿŜŀǘǎΗέ   

 

Not bad for an uneducated, brash New Yorker whose stint as a drill sergeant in the army during WWI would become that 

spark of inspiration for his second career ς that ƻŦ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ .ǊƻŀŘǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ŎƘƻǊŜƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊΦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ 

approach to dance had very little to do with the dancer as artiste. It had everytƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǘƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŀƴŎŜǊΩǎ 

entire body, often as a mere speck amongst many; a cog in a great wheel, performing perfunctory movements that some 

have argued required more athleticism than terpsichorean finesse.  Over the years there have been those who have argued 

Berkeley had absolutely no talent at all, just a great penchant for the absurdity of making machineries out of the human 

form; his camera doing most of the work, his maneuvering minions just that ς never achieving a level of individuality on those 

endlessly rotating platforms and rising staircases to nowhere.  

But Busby Berkeley never professed himself to be a great choreographer. He had even less interest in extolling the virtues of 

ŀ ŘŀƴŎŜǊΩǎ ŦƭǳƛŘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳΦ bƻΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘe point at all ς except, perhaps in Lullaby of Broadway from Gold Diggers of 

1935. Here, Berkeley allowed his dancers to be more than chess pieces infinitely moved around his gigantic erector set.  In a 

routine that can still stop the show, Berkeley gave us a tragi-love story within a song and an astoundingly precise tap dance 

that as yet has never failed to bring down the house.  

But a musiŎŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ōȅ .ǳǎōȅ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ fascination with form rather than content. His numbers 

are big ς gargantuan, in fact ς and mind-bogglingly intricate. One marvels, for example, at the endless rows of billowy hula-

hooped skirts and neon-tubing employed during the staging of The Shadow Waltz from Gold Diggers of 1933; the way sixty 

young women clutching their art deco Stradivariuses suddenly come together to form one monumentally massive violin 

before dissolving into an fluttery army, endlessly mirrored against impossibly pristine poured-glass and mirror floors. Other 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
(Previous page): anatomy of the perfect escapism. Lǘ ƛǎ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǘŀƭŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦǊŀƳŜ ŜƴƭŀǊƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ tŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƎƛŎ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǳƎƘǘ Ŏan 
only be treasured in motion. But The Shadow Waltz from Gold Diggers of 1933 is perhaps the most perfect musical number ever executed on celluloid. Most definitely it 
ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛŎƻƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛǎ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘΦ The dancers endured being repeatedly shocked by the battery packs hidden beneath their skirts 
that powered their neon lit violins, and the moment was interrupted by a sizeable earthquake. But nothing could prevent Berkeley from getting his vision up on the screen. 
The Shadow Waltz ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜǎ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ΨƛƴǘƻΩ ŀ Ƴǳsical sequence; starting off with a great Harry Warren/Al Dubin song sung by Ruby Keeler and Dick 
Powell, cleverly moving in on one dancer, then two, then a whole army doing exactly the same thing. The Shadow Waltz is photographed from every conceivable angle, from 
ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ƻƴΣ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜƭƻǿΣ ŀƭƭ ƛƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳ-like visions of surrealism.  
 
ό¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀƎŜΣ ƭŜŦǘύΥ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŎƘƻǊƛƴŜ ƎŀȊŜ ǳǇǿŀǊŘ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǾŜǊƘŜŀŘ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ŦƻǊ Ψ¸ƻǳƴƎ ŀƴŘ IŜŀƭǘƘȅΩ ŦǊƻƳ 42

nd
 Street όмфонύΤ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƪŀƭŜƛŘƻscopic vision in the movies. 

The Berkeley style for such overhead shots really never advanced beyond this initial effort, the chorine merely dressed in more flamboyant costumes of contrasting B&W. 
(Right): Ruby Keeler strikes a pose atop a stairway to nowhere for the grand finale to 42

nd
 Street. Behind each of the cardboard skyscrapers to her left and right is a chorine.   

 

studios, most notably, MGM ς and occasionally Paramount, tried to mimic the Berkeley style. In fact, MGM quickly snatched 

ǳǇ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ²ŀǊƴŜǊ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƘƛƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻǎǘŜǊ ƛƴ мфплΦ .ǳǘ aDaΩǎ ƎƭŀƳƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǎ 

never ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ōƭŜƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴŎŜǊ ŀǎ ΨŜȄǘǊŀΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊibutions at MGM pale by 

direct comparison. Worse, BerkeƭŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǇŜƴŎƘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǇƛǊƛƴƎ ǿǊŀǘƘ ŀƳƻƴƎ aDaΩs roster of enviable talent. Whether it 

ǿŀǎ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŀƭŎƻƘƻƭƛǎƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ǌƻǿǎ ƻǊ simply a clash of wills and artistic temperament remains open 

for discussion.  

Judy Garland, as example, ōŜƎŀƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǊŘŜƴǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜǊ ƻŦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǘŀƭŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ǿƻǳƴŘ ǳǇ ŘŜǎǇƛǎƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ fanaticism for 

ΨŜƴŜǊƎȅΩ - always more energy ς on the set of Girl Crazy (1943); their fourth collaborative effort in the popular Mickey 

Rooney/Garland musicals that effectively led to Berkeley being replaced as director by Norman Taurog on the picture. 

DŀǊƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎ ŀŘŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ǉƛƭƭǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ a part in their mutual frustrations. In fact, Garland suffered a 

ΨƴŜǊǾƻǳǎ ōǊŜŀƪŘƻǿƴΩ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎƘƻƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ ΨI Goǘ wƘȅǘƘƳΩ dude ranch finale. But Berkeley darn near killed Esther 

Williams during the staging of his grand water-skiing finale in Easy to Love (1953) when ƘŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǎƻ ŜƴƎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ΨƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǇŜŜŘ ōƻŀǘ ƴŀǊǊƻǿƭȅ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ water ski by mere inches, which would have sent her plummeting 

ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘΩǎ wildly spinning outboard head first.  ά.ǳȊ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ Ƙƛǎ ōŜǎǘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǘƘǘǳōΣέ Williams later 

explained, άΧƛƴ ŀ ǘǳō ŀǘ ǘǿƻ ŀΦƳΦ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘƛŦŦ ŘǊƛƴƪ in one hand and a telephone in the otherΧŀƴŘ ƘŜΩŘ ǿŀƪŜ ȅƻǳ ǳǇ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀ 

ŘŜŀŘ ǎƭŜŜǇ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ ΨƘŜȅΣ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀΩ ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Ǌǳō ȅƻǳǊ ŜȅŜǎ ŀƴŘ use a pillow to prop yourself up and 

ƭƛǎǘŜƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŎŀƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǿŀǎ ŘŀƳƴ ƎƻƻŘΦέ 

Today, Busby Berkeley is primarily known, beloved, occasionally reviled, but mostly revered for those ten short years he 

spent on the Warner back lot, blazing a trail of artistry that at the time may have seemed nothing better than rank military 

precision run amuck in the glamor of gay old Hollywood. IŜΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ŜŀǊƳŀǊƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƴŀƭǎ ƻŦ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ 

trends; the aforementioned geometric placement of his dancers and for his equally famed and oft copied overhead crane 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Previous page: Gold Diggers of 1933 is such an embarrassment of riches one scarcely knows where to begin. Remember My Forgotten Man concludes the film on such an 
epic and sustained bittersweet note of social commentary that it begs a further analysiǎ ƻŦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩs structure. Top row: Joan Blondell as a street walker implores the 
audience to never forget the men who valiantly fought for the freedom America enjoys, but who have since fallen on hard times after the war.  In the upper right: the life 
cycle of a forgotten man begins ς first, as a war hero, gallantly marching in a hometown parade and flanked by adoring crowds tossing ticker-take in their midst. Second row: 
the mood turns sullen, then rancid as the ravages of combat exact their pound of flesƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴŜŘΦ ¢ƘƛǊŘ ǊƻǿΥ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩs last act for the 
song is bleak and unforgiving; the soldiers homecoming to unemployment, hardship and breadlines. The women reach out to their husbands, brothers and lovers, and in the 
penultimate finale Blondell is seen, arms outstretched, against bridgework showcasing the new recruits, the current crop of forgotten men brought to their knees in the 
foreground ς the cycle beginning anew for the next generation.  
 
Remember My Forgotten Man is a number so true to the Depression era that ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘƭŜŘ ōȅ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǳƴŀǇƻƭƻƎŜǘƛŎ ƛƴŘƛŎǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛƻ-political 
structure that has allowed such a travesty to endure. Warner Bros. was a studio in support of President Franklin RƻƻǎŜǾŜƭǘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀ 
ǎŎŀǘƘƛƴƎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŀƭǾŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǿŀƴt for a more prosperous time. Fourth row: by almost absurd contrast, Gold Diggers of 1933 
begins with a buoyant ς if thoroughly fraudulent ς ŀƴǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅΤ Ψ²ŜΩǊŜ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜ aƻƴŜȅΩ ς ǎǳƴƎ ōȅ ŀ ǎŀǎǎȅ DƛƴƎŜǊ wƻƎŜǊǎΦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŎƘƻǊƛƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŎƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ƎƻƭŘ 
coins and lame, their opulent surroundings complimented by the great Warren/Dubin melody.  άDƻƴŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴȅ ōƭǳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻƴe are my tears. I've got good news to shout in 
ȅƻǳǊ ŜŀǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ ŘƻƭƭŀǊ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭŘΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǘǳǊƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŘǊŜŀƳǎ ǘƻ ƎƻƭŘΗέ In the final edit Rogers also sings the chorus in a sort of fractured, 
backward Pig-Latin before the number is interrupted by bill collectors come to close down the rehearsals for lack of funds.   
 
(This page, left): Ruby Keeler listens intensely to Buzz, up on his crane as he prepares a run through for ΨL hƴƭȅ IŀǾŜ 9ȅŜǎ CƻǊ ¸ƻǳΩ the sublime love ballad from Dames (1934).  
Right: a publicity still of Ginger Rogers in her gold coin costume from Gold Diggers of 1933. Rogers first appeared in 42

nd
 Street. Her brassy platinum blonde quickly caught 

ōƻǘƘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻΩs attention. But it was no use. Her loaƴ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ wYh ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƛƳǇǊƻƳǇǘǳ ōƛǘ ǇŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀƳƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ CǊŜŘ !ǎǘŀƛǊŜ ŦƻǊ мфооΩǎ Flying Down To Rio 
made Rogers an overnight sensation elsewhere. She would spend the rest of the 1930s at RKO in 8 films that forever cemented her popularity as one half of the greatest 
dance pair ever to appear in the history of movies.    
 

shot. άBuz would take his viewfinder high up on a platform in the rafters and be concentrating so hard on getting the angle 
Ƨǳǎǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƘŜΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘied with a rope around his waist, becaǳǎŜ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ŀ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƘŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŦŜƭƭ ƻŦŦΣέ Mickey Rooney 
explained. ά9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǘΣέ Ruby Keeler concurred, ά.ǳȊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ ΨǎǘŀƴŘ ƘŜǊŜΩ ŀƴŘ LΩŘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ 
IŜΩǎ ǎŀȅΣ ΨŘƻ ǘƘƛǎΩ ŀƴŘ LΩŘ Řƻ ƛǘΦ IŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊŜŘΦ Iƻǿ ȅƻǳ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƛƴ 
ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǘΧōǳǘ L ŀŘƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƴΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ǘǊǳƭȅ ƎƛŦǘŜŘΦέ 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Previous page): DƻƭŘ 5ƛƎƎŜǊǎ ƻŦ мфооΩǎ most titillatiƴƎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƛƴ ǳƴŘŜƴƛŀōƭȅ ΨtŜǘǘƛƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǊƪΩ ς a glamorous affair set in an art deco landscape. The action 
begins in late fall, the patrons depicted as young and old, black and white, ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘǊǳŎƪ ōȅ /ǳǇƛŘΩǎ ŀǊǊƻǿΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǘŀǊǘƭƛƴƎ ŘŜǇƛctions ς at least for its time ς is the 
inclusion of the non-Caucasian couple also enjoying their autumn romance. In an era when blacks were primarily represented on the screen as slaves, maids, butlers and 
chauffeurs, Berkeley places this couple on par with their white counterparts, merely relishing the pleasures of their artificial surroundings. tŜǘǘƛƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǊƪ is also notable 
for Billy Barty ς the midget playing an inquisitive baby who enjoys pea-shooting the lusty adults to distraction, then crawling between the legs of the adult women engaging in 
a wintery snowball fight during the transitional second section.  Berkeley cannot resist showcasing one of his trademark overhead kaleidoscopic shots herein.  
 
The effect this time around however is brief and largely forgettable, the oversized snowballs not particularly conducive to his artistic needs. In the third and final act an 
ƛƳǇǊƻƳǇǘǳ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǿŜǊ ƛƴǘǊǳŘŜǎ ƻƴ ƭΩŀƳƻǳǊ ƻƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŘƛŜǎ ǊŜǘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ǇŀǾƛƭƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŘǊŀǿ ŀ ǘransparent curtain before stripping out of their 
wet clothes. Barty emerges, this time in a rain slicker, tempting the audience by threatening to reveal the nude forms. The men, including Dick Powell patiently assume that 
when their lovers return the loving cŀƴ ōŜƎƛƴΦ ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻƴ ŎƻǊǎŜǘǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƛƴΦ tƻǿŜƭƭ ƛǎ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊŀƳƻǳǊΩs new attire; 
ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǳƴǘƛƭ .ŀǊǘȅ ƭŜƴŘǎ ƘƛƳ ŀ Ŏŀƴ ƻǇŜƴŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǎƘƻǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ tƻǿŜƭƭ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ wǳōȅ YŜŜƭŜǊΩǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ ƘŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊes to cut through this bizarre chastity device.  tŜǘǘƛƴΩ ƛƴ 
the Park was considered something of a perversity in its day. The Catholic League of Decency was not impressed, putting pressure on HoƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ƴŜǿƭȅ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ tǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 
Code to clamp down on future representations. 
 
ό¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀƎŜΣ ƭŜŦǘύΥ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ǊŜƘŜŀǊǎŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ŦƻǊ Ψ¢ƘŜ ²ƻǊŘǎ !ǊŜ ƛƴ aȅ IŜŀǊǘΩ ŦǊƻƳ Gold Diggers of 1935. The rotating baby grand pianos were actually made of hollow and 
easily moveable plywood, placed on casters, and with a man draped in black beneath each one to conceal him from the camera as they swirled about the glossy poured glass 
floor.  (Right): when Berkeley left Warner Bros. at the end of the 30s he lost a good deal of his autonomy in the trade over at MGM who valued individual star power over 
.ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŀƴŀƭƻƎƻǳǎ ŀǊƳȅ ƻŦ ŜȄǘǊŀǎΦ IŜǊŜΣ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ƛǎ ǎŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀǎǘ ŦǊƻƳ Two Weeks With Love (1950): a standard Jane Powell programmer for 
which he staged the musical sequences ς none of them memorably. Among ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳƻǊŀōƭŜ ŦŀŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ wƛŎŀǊŘƻ aƻƴǘŀƭōŀƴ όƧǳǎǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƻ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƭŜŦǘύΣ tƻǿŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ [ƻǳƛǎ 
/ŀƭƘŜǊƴ όǘƻ .ŜǊŜƪŜƭȅΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘύΣ ŀƴŘ /ƭƛƴǘƻƴ {ǳƴōŜǊƎΣ ŀ мр ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘ 5ŜōōƛŜ wŜȅƴƻƭŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ /ŀǊƭǘƻƴ /ŀǊǇŜƴǘŜǊ όǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ tƻǿell). The film is frothy and tune-filƭŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ 
ƘŀǊŘƭȅ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ōŜǎǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ .ȅ мфрл ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ōƻǊŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ ŀǘ aDaΦ  
 

For a time Berkeley was king at Warner Brothers, given carte blanche to stage his numbers with as much aplomb as the old 
Warner coffers could supply. In America, people came to see movies made by other directors simply to wait in anticipation of 
the moment when ǘƘŜ ŘǊŀƳŀ ƻǊ ŎƻƳŜŘȅ ǘƻƻƪ ƛǘǎ ǇŀǳǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŎƘŜǎǘǊŀ ǎǘǊǳŎƪ ǳǇ ŀ ƘǳƳƳŀōƭŜ ƳŜƭƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ 
imagination went to work. But in fact, BerƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ŦŜƭǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΤ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ !ŘƻƭǇƘ IƛǘƭŜǊΩǎ bŀȊƛ 
Germany where it is rumored Der Fuhrer quietly instructed his Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels and state-sanctioned 
movie maker, Leni Riefenstahl to emulate the Berkeley style when staging his Nuremberg rallies.   
 

Arguably, Berkeley today is even more of a style icon than he ever was during his own time. His artistry has appeared in one 

knock off after ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ƳƻǾƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŀǎ YŀǘŜ /ŀǇǎƘŀǿΩǎ ǎƻŀǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǉǳƛƴŜŘ Ψ!ƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ DƻŜǎΩ at the start of Indiana 

Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984)Σ ǘƻ aƛǎǎ tƛƎƎȅΩǎ Ŧŀƴǘŀǎȅ ǎǿƛƳ ƛƴ The Great Muppet Caper (1981)Σ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ŘǳŘŜΩǎΩ 

gutter ball dream sequence from The Big Lebowski (1998).  ¸ŜǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

iconography that whenever ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƛǘΩǎ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

όtǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǇŀƎŜύΥ hƴŜ ƻŦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭŀǾƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƴŎƛŦǳƭ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǎ By A Waterfall from Footlight Parade (1933) ς a spectacular water ballet, arguably, for which there 
remains no equal. Berkeley had attempted an aquacade in The Kid From Spain, but it was really nothing compared to this. Warner Bros. had initially balked at the cost of 
staging such a spectacle. It is rumored this one number cost nearly one third of CƻƻǘƭƛƎƘǘ tŀǊŀŘŜΩǎ entire budget. Nevertheless, Berkeley had cache at the studio by this time 
and his vision for the number was green lit. Once again, Berkeley photographs the number from every conceivable angle. We get overhead and underwater shot, the heavily 
ŎƘƭƻǊƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǿǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƘŀǾƻŎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻǊƛƴŜǎΩ ǎƪƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȅŜǎΦ  The piece de resistance is a rising and rotating human fountain, its jets of water spewing high into the air. 
(Top left): Workmen and engineers proudly pose atop the elaborate metal mechanism soon to be sheathed in art deco style to support the chorines. The technology that 
went into building this contraption was considered state-of-the-art then and today remains equally as impressive. During the years of war rationing, the fountain was 
dismantled, its parts melted down and used on other film projects (Right): The completed structure with its bevy of water-logged beauties joyously smiling for BŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ 
camera.      
 

comes to mind.  We rekindle the master in all his glory, perhaps thinking of a Ruby Keeler tapping her way through a faux 
Broadway in 42nd Street, or conjure to mind the likes of Esther Williams rising from the sea in Million Dollar Mermaid (1952).  
.ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ΨŀǊǘΩ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ Ǝarish display of distraction ς .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ 

inability to even remotely reference what was happening elsewhere in the moviesΩ threadbare narratives creating a distinct 

and jarring juxtaposition between the story and the songs unfolding before our eyes. Busby Berkeley rarely directed the 

movies in which his numbers appeared. Few geniuses have been so compartmentalized.  

His all too brief stints at directing after leaving Warner Brothers never really added up to much beyond the numbers either. 

No, Berkeley is at his best when excised and/or removed from plot ς his confections mesmerizing ς even anesthetizing, with 

broad brush strokes of syncopated illumination.  Yet .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ΨƳŀƎƛŎΩ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ at all without the 

infectious scores of Harry Warren and Al Dubin to reinforce them; hit men who scored toe-tapping gold over and over again. 

¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳǳǎƛŎ ǿƛǘƘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ǎǘŀƎƛƴƎ is a marriage of impeccable sights and sounds. But oh, how the 

fireworks kick off whenever a hundred or so dancers are in the room.  

Berkeley once said that in an era of breadlines, depression and war, he tried to help people get away from all their 

miseries...to turƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛƴŘǎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜΧif only for an hour. But his artistry has managed to do a lot more along the 

ǿŀȅΦ IŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ inspiration ς a template ς and yes, even parody that ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ ŦƛƭƳ ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

commercial artists will likely forever remain in his debt. And Berkeley today is arguably more revered than he was during his 

halcyon decade-long tenure at Warner Brothers. But oh, what grand entertainment he gave us; what a sublime and 

scintillating treasure trove to adore and admire; sitting there in the darkness with popcorn on our knee, wondering just how 

in the world he ever thought up those crazy, swirling, whirling, stylish spectacles.  



 

 

 

 

 

    ά5ŀƴŎƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǎǘǊŜƴǳƻǳǎ ǿƻǊƪΧŀǎ ǎǘǊŜƴǳƻǳǎ ŀǎ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŦƻƻǘōŀƭƭΦέ ς Busby Berkeley 

 

.ǳǎōȅ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΥ Ŏƻƭƻǎǎŀƭ ƎŜƴƛǳǎ ƻǊ ƳŀǎƻŎƘƛǎǘƛŎ ƧƻƪŜΚ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ƻǾŜǊ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊŜ architect of the Hollywood musical 

from the 1930s rages on, fueled primarily by conflicting testimonials from the people who worked for him and by nearly six 

decades of fraudulent academic debate (most based in Freudian feminism) that has ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ 

representations of the female form divine somewhere between mere oddity and compromised, fetishized, objectified ΨthingsΩ 

on the silver screen. TheǊŜ ƛǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻ ŘŜƴȅ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ dancer but rather the art of movement. But the 

same holds true for the way he handles men in his dance routines, though there are unmistakably less of them than their 

better halves on display in any Berkeley number.  

.ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ΨǳǎŜΩ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳƛǘȅ - elaborate human kaleidoscopes: vast and 

complex ƎŜƻƳŜǘǊƛŎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴŦƻƭŘ ŀǎ ƛŦ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘƻƳƛƴƻ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŀƴ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎ ΨŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ arms and 

legs all preening and/or kicking in unison. Yet, so too is there much to suggest that as an artist Busby Berkeley was inclined to 

liberate the chorine from her traditional nameless place among the backdrop and props. No more confined in long shot, 

Berkeley drew the focus of his camera inward to showcase bouquets of fresh faces blossoming with girlish pride. ά²ŜΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ 

ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ƎƛǊƭǎΣέ Berkeley used to say, ά²Ƙȅ ƴƻǘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳΚέ   

hƴŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƛǊǊŜŦǳǘŀōƭŜΦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŎŀƳŜra work forever freed the art of dance on film from its stage-bound proscenium. 

The liquidity of his camera gave life ς nee, excitement ς ǘƻ ŘŀƴŎŜΦ Lƴ ŀ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǘǿƛǊƭΦ 

Everything moves like gangbusters and before you kƴƻǿ ƛǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΤ ƘŜŀŘ ǎǿŀȅƛƴƎΣ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ǎƴŀǇǇƛƴƎΣ 

toes tapping ς humming the infectious melodies as you exit the theater.  The essential magic that is Busby Berkeley on film is 

an exemplar of pure escapism at its most wholesomely playful.  

.ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ personal life was another matter entirely. Like so many of the greats from his vintage William Berkeley Enos was 

born on November 29, 1895 to struggle, hardship and poverty. If anything, he at least had the very modest advantage of 

being born close to his future vocation - calling Los Angeles his home. Home, however, was something of a relative term for 

Berkeley. His father Francis was a stage director for the Tim Frawley Repertory Company; his mother, Gertrude, a struggling 

actress. On the road for most of his childhoodΣ ȅƻǳƴƎ ²ƛƭƭΩ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǿŀƪƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 

bed more than twice. At age 12 he was enrolled in the Mohegan Lake Military Academy near Peekskill where he eventually 

graduated in 1914.  

To say ǘƘŀǘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ life lacked cohesion would be something of an understatement. He was never close to his 

brother George who was ten years his senior. In his youth he took jobs that bored him mostly, working for a shoe company in  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Previous page): The Words Are in My Heart, at least so crooner Dick Powell serenades in Gold Diggers of 1935. Berkeley employed 65 hollow plywood baby grand pianos 
accompanied by 65 chorines, the entire menagerie on casters pusƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǳƭƭŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ ōȅ ƳŜƴ ŎƭƻŀƪŜŘ ƛƴ ōƭŀŎƪ ǾŜƭǾŜǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜŀƭ ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ 
imagery is sound, but his usual flair for storytelling seems a bit lacking. The number begins in a forest, presumably somewhere in the old south. AfteǊ tƻǿŜƭƭΩǎ ōǊƛŜŦ ǎƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
action dissolves to a curio of Powell in the forest situated atop a single white piano inside a southern ƳŀƴǎƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘǊŜŜ ƻŦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŎƘƻǊƛƴŜǎ ǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻǊǳǎ of the song 
again, the camera moving in on the back of the girl playing the piano. When it pulls back we are in an art deco ballroom with elevated floors, the pianos beginning to rotate 
counter clockwise as we get close ups of the various pianists. Next, the pianos form two lines that sway back and forth like an amoeba. Berkeley had employed a similar 
effect with swimmers for By The Waterfall. ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƻǊƛƴŜǎ ŘƛǎƳƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƴŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǿŀǾŜΣ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜ ǘƻ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻƴe 
dancer atop her piano as all of the others, minus their performers, rush in to form one gigantic white rectangle. We return to Powell singing his song and then the manor 
house where the girls retire for the night.  
 
Above: two publicity stills featuring various chorus girls hand-picked by Berkeley for photo shootsΦ /ǳǊƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ŜƴǎŜƳōƭŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ƻŦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ср ŎƘƻǎŜƴ 
dancers featured in the same shot. The photograph on the left is clearly taken to promote Gold Diggers of 1933, while the one on the right appears to be a promotional 
snapshot for 42

nd
 Street.  

 

Athol, Massachusetts for three years, playing semi-pro baseball, organizing a dance band and playing local venues merely to 

pass the time. It was a frustrating, stagnated existence. The death of his father precluded Berkeley from having a normal 

childhood and, at least in retrospect, seems to have dogged and informed the even greater tragedies endured throughout 

Berkeley adult life. 

A stint as a lieutenant in the US Army artillery, conducting and directing drill routines for parades from 1918-1921 gave 

Berkeley direction and discipline. It also pointed the way toward his future career. CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƛƴ CǊŀƴŎƛǎΩ footsteps, Berkeley 

became a stage actor and later assistant director for a small troupe of actors.  .ǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘŀƪing 

ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨIƻƭƪŀ-tƻƭƪŀΩ ǘƘŀǘ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ƪƴŀŎƪ ŦƻǊ ǎǘŀƎƛƴƎ ƳǳǎƛŎŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΦ  IŜ ǿŀǎ 

unabashedly ashamed of the fact that he knew absolutely nothing about choreography; a stigma he feared would oust him 

from the ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƘŀƴŘƛŎŀǇΣ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ƎŀǊƴŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

Broadway's top dance directors, as well as reigning impresario Florenz Ziegfeld Jr. who signed Berkeley to stage the 

production numbers for A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court. Eddie Cantor, ǘƘŜ ƳǳŎƘ ōŜƭƻǾŜŘ ǎǘŀǊ ƻŦ ½ƛŜƎŦŜƭŘΩǎ 

immortal stage spectacle, Whoopee! promoted Berkeley for the film version in 1930; a cause célèbre backed by Ziegfeld 

himself that brought Berkeley to the attention of Hollywood. 

CŀƳŜ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩs case it only seems to have magnified is own insecurities and self-

loathing. In between movie projects he became known about town as a heavy drinker and this infrequently impaired his 

better judgment. For decades the rumor has persisted that alcohol caused the fatal accident along the Pacific Coast Highway 

on September 8, 1935. Berkeley was returning home from a party given by William Koenig to celebrate the completion of In 

Caliente. But in fact Berkeley had plowed his roadster into oncoming traffic after suffering a blowout, causing a three car  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Previous) Undeniably the most story-ƭŀŘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘǊƛŎŀǘŜ ƻŦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛon numbers, if perhaps any ever devised for film, Lullaby of Broadway from Gold Diggers of 
1935 ǘŜƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǊŘƛŘ ǘŀƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ .ǊƻŀŘǿŀȅ ǇŀǊǘȅ ƎƛǊƭ ǿƘƻ ǎƭŜŜǇǎ ŀƭƭ Řŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƭƭ ƴƛƎƘǘΦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ by German expressionism. His depiction of the 
New York skyline and streets is dark and foreboding, his vision for the lavish multi-tiered penthouse ballroom no less brooding.  After the camera zooms in on the 
disembodied head of singer Wini Shaw, Berkeley indulges us with a bit of montage that shows how Shaw spends her days and nights ς luring her present paramour, Dick 
Powell into paying for her apartment and lifestyle. The tap routine that follows begins with a single couple attired in white inside the Club Casino. But soon ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎΩ 
cloths change to black. The women, in their midriff exposing cat suits are particularly vamp-like; the men appearing more as ushers than suitors. 
 
 Shaw singǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ 5ƛŎƪ tƻǿŜƭƭ ǿƘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊjects the toast that sends the ballroom into its frenzy; ά! ǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻΣ ŀ ƭŀŘȅ ŘƛǾƛƴŜΣ ŀ ǊƘŀǇǎƻŘȅ ōƭǳŜΣ ŀ ōƻǘǘƭŜ ǿƛƴŜΗέ The 
ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎ Ƴƻō {Ƙŀǿ ŀƴŘ tƻǿŜƭƭ ǿƘƻΣ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ƛƴŜōǊƛŀǘŜŘΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƳƛƴŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ pursue the couple on the dance floor, separating them and chasing Shaw into 
the turrets and out onto a narrow balcony. She coyly bars their way, peering through the French doors and kissing Powell through the glass. But the crowd has 
underestimated their influence. They accidentally push Shaw to her death by forcing open the doors. She plummets off the balcony, the camera sparing us her demise; 
ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǘƻ {ƘŀǿΩǎ apartment where we see her milk bottles uncollected, her cat unfed. {ƘŀǿΩǎ ŘƛǎŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ƘŜŀŘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎ ǘƻ ǿŀǊōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ ƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
song. Apparently when this Broadway baby says ΨƎƻƻŘƴƛƎƘǘΩ ƛǘΩǎ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƻŘΗ  The song and the story it tells are macabre but equally as fascinating, the choreography so intense 
and intricate it remains a spellbinding marvel of planning and execution. The Hollywood musical has never been more prolific or satisfying than this.  
 
(Above left): Berkeley and producer Mervyn LeRoy όǘƻ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƭŜŦǘύ study a miniature and oversee construction of the massive set for The Shadow Waltz from Gold 
Diggers of 1933. (Middle): various chorines rest and read catch up on daily events in the newspaper in between takes on the set of Love and War from Gold Diggers of 1937. 
όwƛƎƘǘύΥ ! ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƳŀǎǘŜǊ ŀǘǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘƻǊƛƴŜΩǎ ōŀǘƘƛƴƎ ǎǳƛǘ ƛƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ By A Waterfall from Footlight Parade. The amount of time spent in preparation 
ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƴƻǿ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǳƴŦŀǘƘƻƳŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƘŀƭŎȅƻƴ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ when everything that was required to will 
such opulent spectacles into reality was home grown and readily available.  

 
 

collision that left three people dead; William von Brieson, his mother and sister-in-law. Having stumbled from the wreckage 

of his own car, Berkeley was narrowly spared a similar fate when his roadster burst into flames. He was later acquitted of all 

charges, but not before having to endure two hung jury trials.  

The pall of what he had done remained ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ own mind ς arguably, for the rest of his days. By the 

time he began work on Varsity Show όмфотύ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ōƻǳǘǎ ƻf depression were already legendary and threatening 

his future career prospects at Warner Brother. It was all coming to an end much too fast; the ŎȅŎƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ²ŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ 

musicals winding down. And the studio had grown tired of increasingly having to do damage control ǘƻ ǎƘƻǊŜ ǳǇ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ 

reputation.  .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-destructive nature had also dismantled two of his six marriages by then, leaving behind ōƛǘǘŜǊ ŜȄΩǎ 

Esther Muir (1929-31) and Merna Kennedy (1934-36) who were bleeding his personal finances dry. Berkeley would marry 

three more times without any real prospects of everlasting bliss. Perhaps because his relationships with women in general 

proved so utterly disastrous during this period, Berkeley developed a very close-knit bond with his mother.  In fact, Gertrude 

lived with Berkeley until her death in 1946 ς an event that sent Berkeley into his deepest despair yet and even caused him to 

attempt suicide by taking an overdoes and then slitting his wrists.     

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
ό!ōƻǾŜύΥ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀll work. Some of it was publicity. Berkeley clowns around with a bevy of his beauties on the Warner back lot. Curiously, especially given the setting 
ƘŜǊŜƛƴΣ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŀ ΨŦŀǊƳΩ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ǳƴǘƛƭ мфпмΩǎ Babes on Broadway over at MGM ς the ΨIƻŜ-DownΩ with Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland. 
He would revisit that well again for the dude ranch finale in Girl Crazy όмфпоύΦ wƛƎƘǘΥ Wƻŀƴ .ƭƻƴŘŜƭƭ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴƻǘŜ ōǳǘ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ƪƴŜǿ ƘŜǊ ǿŀȅ ōŜǘǘŜr around a comedy 
scene. Here she is pictured with Guy Kibbee, a contract player who specialized in playing stuffed shirts, silly hams and elderly gents who ς when drunk ς did the most awfully 
ridiculous things ς like back hit shows while chasing after chorus girls at least twenty-five years too young for them. Kibbee and Blondell liked to play poker between takes. 
άIŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎǿŜŜǘ ƻƭŘ ƎǳȅΣέ Blondell admitted in an interview decades later, άCŀǘƘŜǊƭȅ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊƭȅΦ vǳƛǘŜ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛǊǘ-ŎƘŀǎŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀŘŜ ƘƛƳ ǇƭŀȅΦέ 
 

Of course, in hindsight Busby .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ƛƴ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜŎŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǇŜǊŎƘŜŘΦ !ǎ ŀ ŘŀƴŎŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƘŜ 
was limited to training dancers and staging dances. Only the ŦƛƭƳΩǎ director was allowed to choose camera angles, the 
execution of the final product further blunted by an editorΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŎǳǘΦ .ŜǊƪŜƭey 
wanted total control over this process however, ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ ƛǘ ōȅ {ŀƳǳŜƭ DƻƭŘǿȅƴ ŦƻǊ мфомΩǎ Flying High ς something of 
a last ditch effort to revitalize the musicals alreaŘȅ ǿŀƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōǊƛƭƭƛŀƴǘΣ ōǳǘ 
the movie was not a success. Next came The Kid From Spain (1932), an Eddy Cantor vehicle in which Berkeley had planned 
for a grand revolving platform to showcase his chorinesΦ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜΣέ Goldwyn reportedly told Berkeley 
during rehearsals, ά5ƻ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ƴǳǎǘ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ Řƻ ƛǘ ŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘƛƻΦέ Berkeley begrudgingly 
agreedΦ IŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻƻƪ DƻƭŘǿȅƴΩǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊǘ, moonlighting over at Warner Brothers. Although The Kid from Spain was a 
solid hit, from that moment on Berkeley quietly vowed to someday have his girls revolve. 
 

Unfortunately for Berkeley, his contract with Goldwyn was up and Goldwyn was playing hardball in offering him a renewal. 

After Berkeley began scoring one hit after another over at Warner Brothers Goldwyn would attempt ς unsuccessfully ς to for 

.ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜ ς claiming Berkeley still owed him two pictures. In the meantime, Mervyn LeRoy, who was a close personal 

friend and successful director at Warner Brothers urged Berkeley to stay on in Hollywood, offering to put in a good word for 

him with production chief Darryl F. Zanuck. Berkeley was reluctant. Musicals had fizzled all too quickly with the dawn of 

sound. As a genre they were now considered passé. Even before his career had begun it seemed to be over. But Zanuck had 

ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀ ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨƴŜǿΩ kind of musical; the backstage drama with songs ς 42nd Street όмфооύΦ ½ŀƴǳŎƪΩǎ ǘƛƳƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

better. Regrettably, LeRoy, who had been slated to direct the movie, came down with acute tonsillitis and had to withdraw. 

½ŀƴǳŎƪΩǎ ǊŜplacement was Lloyd Bacon, a no-ƴƻƴǎŜƴǎŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǎǘȅƭŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ²Φ{Φ ±ŀƴ 5ȅƪŜΩǎ ƻǾŜǊ ŀǘ 

MGM ς namely, that he shot quick and ŎƘŜŀǇƭȅΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘǳǊǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳΣ ŦƻǊ 42nd Street straddles two genres; the musical and 

ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛǇǇŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƭƛƴŜǎΩ ƳŜƭƻŘǊŀƳŀ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ²ŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ōǊŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ōǳǘǘŜǊΦ The amalgamation of these two styles 

bode well for the film. More important to Berkeley, he was largely left to his own accord, shooting with a second unit at 

²ŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ {ǳƴǎŜǘ {ǘǳŘƛƻǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ .ŀŎƻƴ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜ ƻƴ ǎƛȄ ǎƻǳƴŘ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ŀǘ CƛǊǎǘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΦ  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


