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MEET ME IN ST. LOUIS

1944 USA 113 minutes Colour 35mm

Production Corppany: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Producer- Arthur Freced., Director:
Vincente Minnelli. Sereemplay: Irving Becher and Fred F, Finklehoffe from the
New Yorker stories by Sally Binson., Score: Ralph Blance and Hugh Martin., [Mustc
Directors: Georgle Stoll and Lennie Hayton, Danee Dircetor: Charles Walters.
Cameraman: George Folsey, Editor: Albcrt Akst. Art Dipection: Cedric Gibbons
and Lemuel Ayers., Costumes: Irene Sharaff, Sownd: Douglas Shearer.
Cast: Judy Garland (Esther Smith), Margarct C'Brien (Tootie Smith), Mary Astor
(Mrg., Smith), Lucille Bremer (Po e Smth), June Lockhart (Lucille Ballard),
Tom Drake (thn Truett), Marjorie Main(Katie), Harry Davenport (CGrandpa),
Leon Ames (Alonzo Smith), Henry Daniels Jr, (Lon Smith, Jr.) Joan Carroll
(Agnes Smith), Hugh Marlowe (Colonel Parly), Robert Sully (Warren Sheffield),
Chill Wills (Mr. Neely), Darryl Hickman (Johnny Tcuvis).

When Vincente Minnelli replaced George Cukor as the director of Meet Me In
St. Louts, the course of history of the nusic film was changed. For leet Me In
Et. Louts, which was only Minnelli's third film, became a landmark among integrated
technicolor musicals and launched its director into one of the most adulated
carears of directors in the musical genre.

It is hard to imagine that the film was originally conceived as a non-
rusical adaptation of the Sally Benson New Yorkerstories about a St. Louis family
in the year before the World's Fair. But so it was--perhaps as a result of the
phenomenal Broadway success of Life With Fa ther--until various forces (espeically
the producer Arthur Freed) chose to integrate song and dance as elements that
spring naturally out of the action and propel the story onwards_

But there are values in Yeet Me In St. Louis other than just such now-
classic songs as '"The Trolley Song" and "The Boy Next Door.” As the Time critic
sala, the film is a musical even thc deaf could cnjoy. The finished script centres
around the problems the Smith family faces throughout the four seasons of 1903-04
when confronted with the unpopular possibility of moving from St. Louis to thec East
Coast. Lovingly nostalgic, lavishly over-dccorated, shamelessly idealized, the
film prcsents a sinfully soft pillowful of the stuff that derems arc made of. Of
course, in production, nobody paid any attention to the fact that at the turn of
the century St. Louls was considered just about the most infamous city in the USA!

Originally, the street from the Andy Hardy films was to be usad for the St.
Louis setting. But as the studio's conception of the film grew, Lemucl Ayvers,
fresh from designing sets for Broadway's Oklshoma. was cnlled in to design new ones.
Minnelli insisted he design a continuous set where the camera could move from room
to room without cutting. The result, of course, is fluid camera work, and just
praise has been awarded the light extinguishing scgmant wherce the camera was
orchestrated to follow the young lovers suspcnsefully throughout the house to
racord nothing more carth-sheottering than a first kiss. But while Minnelli's
Cefnera moves, his gentle work is worlds apart from the camera gymnastics and
geometrical profusicnr 6f his then contemporary at M.G.M., Busby Berkeley,

Judy Garlnnd was thc natural choice to play Esther Smith, but for a long
time she refuscd, not wishing to return to adolescent roles. As shooting began,
she mocked the art, the film and her pain-staking director, and bechaved gencrally
unprofessionally, often being late for work on grounds of insomnia. As work
progressed, she galned respect for Minnelli, and stopped dating Tom Drzke (the
boy next door.") When the film was completed. Minuelli and Garland moved in
together, and a year later they were married.

The Smith family's older sistcr Rose, as conventions and predictable as the
March family's Meg, is played by Lucille Bremer who would be starred the next year
opposite Fred Astaire in Minnelli's Yolaida and the Thief. The now forgotten
Joen Carroll is young Agnes. But the youngest daughter, Tootie is unforgettably
(or if you prefer, unforgivably) played by little Margarct O' Brien, whose perfor-
mance Janes Agec felt compelled to compare to some of Garbo's! Minnelli confesses
in his memoirs to following Marparet's mother's cexample and exacting hysteria fronm
his enotional child-star by telling her, immcdiatcely prior to shooting, that her
dog was going to be kidnapped and killed' Incidentally, her truly thrilling
Hallowe'en scquence almost ended un on the cutting-roonm floor until some screenings
proved that thc film fell flat without it.

Four ycars later, when M.G.M. remnde Little Woricri. Margaret 0'Bricn played
Jeéan Parker's role of the doomed Beth (with Janot Ledipgh, Junc Allyson, and
Elizabeth Taylor as Meg, Jo and Amy.) The 1903 St. Louis Street was rcprogrammed
as the 1860 sctting for the March frmily. And the Srith paroents, Mary Astor and
Leon Armcs, rﬂappeared as ir. and l'rs., March. It 15 an intceresting foot-note that
Mervyn Le Poy's lavish, romantic and sentirnntalized 1948 Little Komen, which made
a considerable hit with last season's Toronto Film Socicty nsudience, bgars nore

resemblance to Meet /%e In St. Louis than to George Cukor's carlier ﬂdnptatian of
the same novel.

Notes ?)y Cam Tolton.



