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Judy Garland – The Tragedy of the Girl Next Door

Judy Garland was a unique star of the ‘Golden Age’ of Hollywood. There were actors who 
could sing and singers who could act. There were even Hollywood stars who could do both 
over long careers like Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra, but Frances Gumm became a different 
kind of star, someone whose life belonged to ‘show business’ from the moment she appeared 
on stage with her family aged 2 and a half to her final performances at London’s ‘Talk of the 
Town’ 45 years later. 

There are several ways of thinking about Hollywood stars. Stars during the studio period of 
the 1930s to 1950s were economic ‘commodities’ and for a period Judy Garland was MGM’s 
biggest asset. Star names attracted audiences. They could be ‘rented out’ as well as required to 
perform in studio productions. All of this was laid out in the notorious contracts that stars were 
obliged to sign in order to be paid a salary way above the average wage. For many stars, 
pressure from the studio was keenly felt and some stars like Judy suffered very badly.

Stars were also essential to the way Hollywood writers created characters and wrote stories. 
Unlike ‘actors’, the great stars tended to always ‘play themselves’ – or at least a version of 
themselves as recognised by audiences. The stars played ‘social types’ but with distinctive, 
individualised personalities. Scholars refer to a ‘star image’. Judy Garland was signed to MGM 
in 1935. She had been a vaudevillian – singing and dancing on stage for over ten years and 
now the studio had to find roles for her as a 13 year-old. She was too old to be a child star 
and too young for adult roles. Studio boss Louis B. Mayer loved her voice but thought her too 
short, too heavy and not pretty enough. For the next ten years she would struggle to become 
a teenage ‘girl next door’ type, eventually finding some consistency as Betsy in a trio of Andy 
Hardy films with Mickey Rooney (1938-41).

Hollywood was termed a dream factory. The production line turned out films that peddled 
dreams of a better future and the stars enabled audiences to identify with characters striving to 
live the dream. The ‘star image’ was created by a combination of factors, starting with the star’s 
personal qualities – or at least the qualities the studio wanted to highlight. The star’s previous 
film roles gradually built up the image and it was ‘anchored’ in the public mind by the star’s 
appearances on radio, at Hollywood events and in the pages of film magazines – again all 
carefully controlled by the studio. But in 1938 with the 16 year-old Judy being promoted as a 
bright, lively teenage girl next door looking for romance, she was cast as Dorothy in The Wizard 
of Oz. This would be the first of three celebrated Garland films that became key to her stardom.



The Wizard of Oz was MGM’s response to the extraordinary success of Snow White and the 
Seven Dwarfs in 1937. Walt Disney was then a small independent in Hollywood releasing his 
first animated feature through the major studio RKO but his film became one of the biggest 
box office hits of all time. MGM was the largest and most glamorous studio of all and Mayer 
wanted a similar hit with family audiences. Poor Judy would find herself transformed into the 
12 year-old Dorothy with her breasts bound and subjected to a punishing regime of dieting and 
drugs, long make-up sessions before each shoot and the enormous pressure of being the star of 
a $2 million production. Judy was still in the MGM school (alongside Lana Turner and Mickey 
Rooney) and she would have to dash from the classroom onto some of the most complicated 
sets built by the studio and perform her songs and dances – which she did to perfection every 
time.

The drugs (uppers and downers) and the dieting would have long-term consequences for 
Judy but she was triumphant as the star of the film – despite the suggestions that the male 
supporting players resented her central role. The film made her a major star. It provided her 
signature song, ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’ and one of the most remembered lines of all 
Hollywood films, “Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas any more”. The success of the film 
also cemented Judy’s place in the production unit headed by Arthur Freed which would be 
responsible for developing her star status as a top performer in musicals. But still Judy suffered. 
She lacked confidence in her own abilities, she was poorly paid by comparison with stars of 
similar status. She was overworked with endless promotional performances as well as new 
productions and Louis B. Mayer interfered in her personal life vetoing boy friends before she 
married for the first time in 1941 aged 19. Many of these problems were compounded by the 
actions of Judy’s mother Ethel who was a poor manager.

The character of Dorothy in the Oz books and the film combined with the events of Judy 
Garland’s life in the late 1930s and early 1940s worked to make Judy an icon for gay men 
at a time when homosexuality was illegal in most of the world. To be ‘a friend of Dorothy’ 
was both a helpful euphemism and a marker for a form of inclusion. The loyalty of her gay 
audience would become more important as Judy’s troubles developed over the next twenty-five 
years. But in 1943, she embarked upon the production of her second key film, Meet Me in St 
Louis.

In 1938 Judy had been required to play four to five years younger to become Dorothy. In 
1943, now 21 she was enjoying ‘adult roles’ and had made the transition from child/teenage 
star. But she was cast again as a ‘girl next door’, 18 year-old Esther Smith. Judy was the star 
of the film which also had a strong supporting cast but again she felt the pressure of carrying 
a very expensive production, a Technicolor historical musical with more complicated sets on 
the backlot at Culver City. Worse, she could see herself being up-staged by MGM’s latest child 
star, Margaret O’Brien as her baby sister ‘Tootie’. Would the shoot be as traumatic as The 
Wizard of Oz? Judy was certainly apprehensive and reluctant. But two new people changed 
her attitude. Dorothy Ponedel was the first make-up artist to reveal Judy’s true beauty and to 
convince the star that she didn’t need the prostheses that Mayer had decreed. On screen Judy 
looked beautiful and she gained confidence. Ponedel would become Judy’s permanent make-
up artist for her remaining MGM features. Meanwhile, Judy also realised that her new director 
Vincente Minnelli was not only a brilliant designer with a fine eye, but also a sensitive man 
who knew how to direct actors and to create musical productions. Although he was19 years 
older (and seen by many on the lot as gay or bisexual), Judy fell in love with him and they 
were married in 1945.



Minnelli was a perfectionist and his repeated takes might, if demanded by a different director, 
have angered Judy (who was usually well-prepared and perfect first take). But her behaviour 
on set improved and over the next few years she would make five more films with him (and 
produce a daughter, Liza Minnelli). Minnelli, like George Cukor would make Judy’s third 
key film A Star is Born in 1954, was seen in Hollywood as a male director particularly good 
at directing women. Judy’s relationship with Minnelli also helped her further establish herself 
with producer Arthur Freed who was responsible for more than half of Judy’s MGM films. 
Things should really have improved for Judy but the problems caused by her exhaustion from 
overworking, her drug regime and what we might now see as the abuse of power by studio 
chief Mayer was just too much. She had been persuaded to sign another MGM contract in 
1945 but soon it became apparent that she was unable physically and psychologically to work 
so hard. She began to resist studio instructions and to become difficult to work with. Minnelli, 
another studio employee, found it difficult to intervene and in 1950 the new MGM supremo 
Dore Schary told Judy her days at MGM were over. The next year she and Minnelli divorced.

Adrift from MGM and deemed unemployable Judy proved remarkably resilient. She returned to 
live performances in London and New York with sold-out houses and huge public acclaim. She 
would also soon become one of the first major stars to find large new audiences via television 
– and a third husband, Sid Luft. By using her greatest asset, her voice and her stagecraft, Judy 
was able to engineer a return to Hollywood in triumph for A Star is Born from Warner Bros. in 
1954. But although the film was a critical and artistic success, her days as a star of musicals 
were over, along with the studio system that had made her and broken her. She would make 
just three more features over the next fifteen years.

Judy Garland, perhaps more than any other star from the studio era, had a star image which 
seemed to throw her supposedly private life into direct conflict with her studio-managed star 
image. She was always fighting to be what she wanted to be and not what MGM created for 
her. Her performances were often described as a battle between her vulnerability and lack of 
confidence and the tremendous power and emotional intensity of her voice. There are signs now 
that the new biopic Judy has sent audiences back to view her films and to listen to the many 
great recordings on vinyl. 
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