The Best of MGM'’s Movie Musicals

Class 2: The RKO Films of Fred Astaire & Ginger Rogers
OLLI at Duke ® Spring Term 2026 ¢ Alan Teasley, Instructor

Today’s Focus

You will know:

e The creators, stars, stories and songs of three films starring Fred
Astaire & Ginger Rogers: Top Hat (1935), Swing Time (1936),
and Shall We Dance (1937)

You will notice:

e How the visual style (“cinematic aspects”) of the Astaire/Rogers
dances differs from those of Busby Berkeley

You will appreciate and enjoy:

o Not only the choreography but also great songs by Irving Berlin,
Jerome Kern & Dorothy Fields, and George & Ira Gershwin

You will consider:

e Why films about the “elegant set” were so popular during the
Depression

e Worthy “OLLI Oscar” nominees




Cinematic Elements of “The Piccolino” Duet

e (One shot: medium—frames the
dancers “full body”

e (Camera angle: eye-level, unchanging

e Camera movement: dolly/tracking shot
—follows the dancers

e Duration of Shots: one shot for 2 min+
e Editing: no cuts once dance duet starts

e Sources of sound: orchestra, steps are
“diegetic” (everyone in scene can
presumably hear them

Dramatic Elements of “The Piccolino” Duet

e Sets: lavish evocation of Venice with
piazzas, bridges and canals

e (Costumes: Fred in formal wear; Ginger in
a gown that “dances well”

e Direction/Choreography: dance
movements convey the fun the couple are
having and their fondness for one another

o Mise-en-scene: the dancers are “placed
in the frame” so that their entire bodies
are seen—camera follows them
seamlessly




Movie Musicals in the 1930s

e “In 1932, the musical film was HH‘
virtually moribund.” B

e At Warner Bros., producer Darryl F.
Zanuck thought it might be time to
revive them (hence 42nd Street and
other Bushy Berkeley hits).

o RKO—in financial trouble—seeks to
make Berkeley’s musicals seem
“shabby by comparison.”

® They turn to rising young musical
performers (like Fred Astaire).

TED SENNETT

—Ted Sennett, Hollywood Musicals
(Abrams, 1981)

Advances in Filmmaking by 1933

“EII
e Sound cameras that could move “ﬁ”i

e Improvements in film stock and
lighting, which provided a
richness in texture for black and
white films ...

® . ..which, in turn, permitted
white sets in sound films

e Development of special effects

TED SENNETT

—Ted Sennett, Hollywood Musicals
(Abrams, 1981)




Fred Astaire (1899-1987)

EARLY LIFE AND CAREER:

Born Frederick Austerlitz in Omaha, Nebraska

Father born in Austria; mother born in the U.S. to
German Lutheran immigrants

Fred’s older sister Adele was a skilled dancer
and singer as a child.

Though Fred refused dance lessons at first, he
learned piano, accordion and clarinet.

When the family fell on hard times in 1905, they
moved to New York to launch the children’s show
business careers.

The brother and sister developed a vaudeville act

Fred Astaire (1899-1987)

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:

Fred and Adele received a lucrative contract
with the Orpheum circuit and toured the U.S.

They incorporated tap and ballroom dancing
into their act

In 1917 they appeared in a Broadway revue

In the 1920s they appeared on Broadway and in
London in shows such as Kern’s The Bunch and
Judy and the Gershwins’ Lady, Be Good and
Funny Face.

In 1932, the act split up when Adele married
Lord Charles Cavendish, a British nobleman.




Ginger Rogers (1911-1995)

EARLY LIFE & CAREER:

e Born Virginia Katherine McMath in
Independence, MO

e At age 14 she won a Charleston contest
and launched a successful vaudeville
career on the Orpheum Circuit as
“Ginger Rogers and the Redheads.”

e Made her Broadway debut in the
Gershwins’ Girl Crazy (1930), which
led to a contract with Paramount

o First successful film roles were in 42nd
Street and Gold Diggers of 1933

e Made nine films with Fred Astaire

ACCOLADES:

o Won Academy Award for Best Actress
(Kitty Foyle, 1940)

e “Rogers was outstanding among
Astaire's partners, not because she was
superior to others as a dancer, but
because, as a skilled, intuitive actress,
she was cagey enough to realize that
acting did not stop when dancing
began.” (Dance Historian John Mueller)

o “All the girls | ever danced with thought
they couldn’t do it, but of course they
could. So they always cried. All except
Ginger. No, no, Ginger never cried.” (Fred
Astaire)




Hermes Pan (1909-1990)

CAREER LIFE AND CAREER:

e Born Hermes Joseph Panagiotopoulos in
Memphis, TN; later moved to Nashville

e Father was a Greek immigrant, mother of
Scotch-Irish ancestry

e Interested in music and dance from an
early age
e At age 6 taken by his nanny to an

African-American neighborhood to
experience jazz and tap dance

o After father’s death family moved to New
York and shortened family name

e At 19 he was cast as a chorus boy in the
Marx Brothers’ Broadway show Animal
Crackers.

Hermes Pan (1909-1990)

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:

e Met Ginger Rogers in 1930 while both
worked in the Broadway musical Top
Speed

e Met Fred Astaire while working on
Flying Down to Rio in 1933; helped
out with choreography of “The Carioca”

e Pan worked on all the RKO Astaire
movies

e Academy Award nominations for “Top
Hat” and “The Piccolino” numbers from
Top Hat and for “Bojangles of Harlem”
from Swing Time

e Won Academy Award for Dance Direction
for A Damsel in Distress




“The Origins of Those Dancing Feet”

Follow the Fleet < DVD Extra * 2005 ¢ [13:30]

Today’s Featured Films
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Top Hat (1935)

KEY MEMBERS OF THE CREATIVE TEAM:

®  Producer: Pandro S. Berman (RKO Radio Pictues)
® Director: Mark Sandrich

® Choreography: Fred Astaire & Hermes Pan

® Music & Lyrics by: Irving Berlin

® Screenplay by: Allan Scott & Dwight Taylor

® Cinematographer: David Abel

® Art Director: Van Nest Polglase, Carroll Clark
Costume Designer: Irene

® Editor: William Hamilton

® CAST: Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, Edward
Everett Horton, Erik Rhodes, Helen Broderick,
Eric Blore, Lucille Ball

BUDGET vs. GROSS: $609,000 ¢ $3.2M (worldwide)

Music & Lyrics by Irving Berlin
e “No Strings (I’m Fancy Free)”

e “Isn’t This a Lovely Day (to be Caught
in the Rain)”

e “Top Hat, White Tie and Tails”
e “Cheek to Cheek” (Oscar nomination)

® “The Piccolino”




“Top Hat, White Tie and Tails”

Top Hat (1935) * Fred Astaire & Male Chorus ¢ [4:25]

“Cheek to Cheek”

Top Hat (1935) ¢ Fred Astaire & Ginger Rogers e [5:00]



https://youtu.be/c0VeEqonEa0
https://youtu.be/P1u2G16fq_Y?si=RjOL6nlyKogNSAIp

Swing Time (1936)
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KEY MEMBERS OF THE CREATIVE TEAM:

Producer: Pandro S. Berman (RKO Radio Pictues)
Director: George Stevens

Choreography: Fred Astaire & Hermes Pan

Music by: Jerome Kern; Lyrics by Dorothy Fields
Orchestrations: Robert Russell Bennett
Screenplay by: Howard Lindsay & Allan Scott
Cinematographer: David Abel

Art Director: Van Nest Polglase

Costume Designer: Bernard Newman

Editor: Henry Berman

CAST: Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, Victor Moore,
Eric Blore, Helen Broderick, Betty Furness

BUDGET vs. GROSS: $886,000 » $2.6M (worldwide)

Swing Time (1936): Musical Numbers
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Music by Jerome Kern
Lyrics by Dorothy Fields

“Pick Yourself Up” (polka)
e “The Way You Look Tonight” (foxtrot)

e “Waltz in Swing Time” (waltz + tap)
e “A Fine Romance” (quickstep)
e “Bojangles of Harlem” (tap)

e “Never Gonna Dance” (various)




“Pick Yourself Up”

Swing Time ¢ Fred Astaire & Ginger Rogers ¢ 1936 ¢ [5:39]

“Bojangles of Harlem”

Swing Time ¢ Fred Astaire & Chorus ¢ 1936 ¢ [2:00]



https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLcvFO4lyuy_vKUZZcTa0PmWds4qUDsBKs&si=siOXZ82V2pMCk-bJ
https://youtu.be/c6cLbk9k8BI?si=e6K_ilS2IYcDWvIR&t=300

“Never Gonna Dance”

Swing Time ¢ Fred Astaire & Ginger Rogers ¢ 1936 ¢ [3:00]

Shall We Dance (1937)

KEY MEMBERS OF THE CREATIVE TEAM:
® Producer: Pandro S. Berman (RKO Radio Pictues)
® Director: Mark Sandrich

® Choreography: Fred Astaire, Hermes Pan &
Harry Losee (ballet consultant)

® Music & Lyrics by: George & Ira Gershwin
® Screenplay by: Allan Scott & Ernest Pagano
® Cinematographer: David Abel

® Art Director: Van Nest Polglase

® Costume Designer: Irene

® Editor: William Hamilton

® CAST: Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, Edward
Everett Horton, Eric Blore, Harriet Hoctor

BUDGET vs. GROSS: $991,000 * $2.2M (worldwide)



https://youtu.be/S3kNSvR1mx4?si=smT5mW6S-6SJfSN8&t=180

Shall We Dance (1937): Musical Numbers

Music by George Gershwin
Lyrics by Ira Gershwin

“Slap that Bass”

e “Walking the Dog” (instrumental)

e “(I’ve Got) Beginner’s Luck”

e “They All Laughed”

e ‘“Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off”

e “They Can’t Take That Away from Me”

e “Shall We Dance”

“Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off”

Shall We Dance e Fred Astaire & Ginger Rogers * [4:46]



https://youtu.be/nI1WlWlWUEM?si=cdxl55MFyLOdB-r6

“They Can’t Take That Away from Me”

Shall We Dance e Fred Astaire & Ginger Rogers * [2:00]

Preview of Class 2:
The Wizard of Oz

Links to lyrics and playlists will be on the course website by Sunday evening.



https://youtu.be/vmU0KJ6af5Y?si=clyr1JBZBuXHZi5E
https://www.musicals-101.com

