The Best of MGM'’s Movie Musicals

Class 7: The Band Wagon (1953)
OLLI at Duke ¢ Spring Term 2026 ¢ Alan Teasley, Instructor

Today’s Opening Number

[4:10]



https://youtu.be/CsoYyDlYU8M?t=40

Questions & Comments from Class 6

e What film won the Academy Award for Best Picture in 1952 (that
beat out Singin’ in the Rain)?

® The Greatest Show on Earth—0ther nominees were High Noon,
Ivanhoe, Moulin Rouge & The Quiet Man

e Ten musicals have won the Academy Award for Best Picture:

® The Broadway Melody (1929) e West Side Story (1961)
® The Great Ziegfeld (1936) ® My Fair Lady (1964)

e Going My Way (1944) ® The Sound of Music (1965)
® An American in Paris (1951) e Oliver! (1968)
o @Gigi (1958) ® Chicago (2002)

Today’s Focus

You will know:

® The creators, stars, plot and score of The Band Wagon
(1953)

e The source of the film: a 1931 Broadway revue of the songs
of composer Arthur Schwartz and lyricist Howard Dietz

You will appreciate:

e Betty Comden & Adolph Green’s screenplay and its witty-yet-
fond satire of backstage life

e The story-telling role of choreography in such numbers as
“Dancing in the Dark,” “I Guess I'll Have to Change My Plan,”
and the “Girl Hunt” ballet.

e (Cinematic aspects of the film’s musical numbers and dance
sequences (hint: Fred Astaire! Cyd Charisse!)

You will experience: “Entertainment!”




The Band Wagon (Broadway Revue, 1931)

The Band Wagon
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KEY MEMBERS OF THE CREATIVE TEAM:
® Producer: Max Gordon

® Music: Arthur Schwartz

®  Lyrics: Howard Dietz

® Book (Sketches): George S. Kaufman & Howard Dietz
® Staging: Hassard Short

® Choreography: Albertina Rasch

Scenic Design: Albert R. Johnson

Lighting Design: Hassard Short

® Costume Design: Kiviette & Constance Ripley

® CAST: Adele Astaire, Fred Astaire, Helen Broderick,
Frank Morgan, Tilly Losch

LENGTH OF RUN: 260 Performances

The Band Wagon (1953)
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KEY MEMBERS OF THE CREATIVE TEAM:

® Producer: Arthur Freed & Roger Edens (MGM)
Director: Vincent Minnelli

® Story & Screenplay by: Betty Comden & Adolph Green
® Lyrics by: Howard Dietz

® Music by: Arthur Schwartz

Musical numbers & dances staged by: Michael Kidd
® Cinematography by: Harry Jackson

®  Production Design: Oliver Smith

Costume Designer: Mary Ann Nyberg

® Editor: Albert Akst

® CAST: Fred Astaire, Cyd Charisse, Oscar Levant,
Nanette Fabray, Jack Buchanan, James Mitchell

BUDGET vs. GROSS: $2.9M ¢ $3.5M




. . . heed no introduction

Arthur Freed Vincente Minnelli Fred Astaire
Producer Director Actor

Comden & Green: 1944-1960

SCREENWRITERS IN HOLLYWOOD:
® Good News (1947)
® The Barkleys of Broadway (1948)
® On the Town (1949)
® Singin’in the Rain (1952)
® The Band Wagon (1953)-0Oscar nom

® Jt’s Always Fair Weather (1955)-
Oscar nom

® Auntie Mame (1958)
® Bells Are Ringing (1960)




Arthur Schwartz (1900-1984)

EARLY LIFE & CAREER:

e Born to a Jewish family in Brooklyn

e Taught himself to play harmonica and piano as
a child—began playing for silent films at age 14

e Earned BA in English at NYU and MA in
architecture at Columbia

e Forced by his attorney father to study law, he
earned his JD at NYU Law School and was
admitted to the bar in 1924.

e Began writing songs, encouraged by Lorenz
Hart and George Gershwin

e Placed his first songs in the Broadway show
The New Yorkers (1927)

e In 1928 he closed his law office and convinced
Howard Dietz to write with him.

Arthur Schwartz (1900-1984)

BROADWAY CAREER (COMPOSER):
® The Band Wagon (revue, 1931)

® A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1951)
By the Beautiful Sea (1954)

The Gay Life (1961)

Jennie (1963)

HOLLY WOOD CAREER (FILM PRODUCER):
e Cover Girl (1944)

e Night and Day (1946)




Howard Dietz (1896-1983)

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:
e Born in New York City
o Studied journalism at Columbia University

e Served as a publicist and director of
advertising for Goldwyn Pictures and later
MGM, where he’s credited for creating the
mascot Leo the Lion

e Served MGM as Vice President in Charge of
Publicity from 1942 until retiring in 1957

e (ollaborated with composer Arthur
Schwartz for 30 years

e Saved every document related to his career,
donating his papers to the New York Public
Library for the Performing Arts (the library’s
single largest archive on any person)

The Band Wagon (1953): Songs

Lyrics by Howard Dietz &
Music by Arthur Schwartz:

¢ “By Myself”

® “A Shine on Your Shoes”

“That’s Entertainment”

® “The Beggars Waltz” (instrumental)
“Dancing in the Dark”

¢ “Something to Remember You By”
“I Love Louisa”

® “New Sun in the Sky”

“l Guess I'll Have to Change My Plan”
® “Louisiana Hayride”

“Triplets”

®  “The Girl Hunt” (instrumental)




“A Shine on My Shoes”

Fred Astaire & LeRoy Daniels
The Band Wagon (1953) ¢ [4:18]

“That’s Entertainment!”

Jack Buchanan, Nanette Fabray, Oscar Levant, Fred Astaire
The Band Wagon (1953) ¢ [4:07]



https://youtu.be/2nrbD4Rp4Ag?si=auB_NcyW_vIf3fya
https://youtu.be/4KYmkt2fxPU?si=uD1Ga2Q2rWU7-1kY

“Dancing in the Dark”

Fred Astaire & Cyd Charisse
The Band Wagon (1953) ¢ [3:24]

“I Guess I'll Have to Change My Plan”

Jack Buchanan & Fred Astaire
The Band Wagon (1953) ¢ [1:52]



https://youtu.be/y-DflnPjd-M?si=fI7BTmgNNB35LR7g
https://youtu.be/ew54Qdb2l1g?si=1JC13Hfjy4mvg67k

“Triplets”

Fred Astaire, Nanette Fabray, Jack Buchanan
The Band Wagon (1953) ¢ [2:27]

“Girl Hunt” (Ballet)

Fred Astaire, Cyd Charisse & Company
The Band Wagon (1953) ¢ [12:00]



https://youtu.be/UjW_yvrC0cE?si=HmhJ7iixp5t6ew10
https://youtu.be/T8QmkDzD8Sk?si=lFBv4wF698gnaJEs

“That’s Entertainment!” (Finale)

Oscar Levant, Cyd Charisse, Jack Buchanan, Fred Astaire, Nanette Fabray
The Band Wagon (1953) e [4.07]

The Band Wagon (1953): Honors
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1954 Academy Awards Nominations

® Best Writing, Story and Screenplay: Betty
Comden and Adolph Green

® Best Costume Design: Mary Ann Nyberg

® Best Music, Scoring of a Musical Picture:
Adolph Deutsch

[No wins]

1954 Writers Guild of America

® Best Written American Musical: Betty Comden
& Adolph Green (nominee)

1995 National Film Registry
®  One of 25 films inducted in 1995



https://youtu.be/XAAMqWE2Z24?si=-n2dnnLZPUlp_9lE

The Band Wagon: Assessments

e “But the whole point about The Band Wagon, and one which
sometimes makes people underrate it, was the way everything seems
to mesh so seamlessly—almost effortlessly, in fact. That was due to
Minnelli, whose flair and imagination, admittedly aided by the huge
array of MGM talent both behind and in front of the cameras, was
matched by his almost perfect control.” (Derek Desmond, The
Guardian, 1999)

e “"The Comden-Green script isn’t as consistently fresh as the one they
did for Singin’ in the Rain, but there have been few screen
musicals as good as this one.” (Pauline Kael,1991)

e “Simple but sophisticated musical with the bare minimum of plot, told
mostly in jokes, and the maximum of music and song. . . . Level of
technical accomplishment very high.” (Leslie Hallowell, 1989)

Significance of The Band Wagon

e “The Band Wagon is a true musical comedy
in which the dances, even Astaire’s dances, are
only one element of the many that fuse together
to make a near-perfect entity.

o “[With its] witty screenplay ... stylish
performances . . . imaginative sets . . . superb
score . .. assured direction ... The Band
Wagon was a major musical triumph of the
period.

e “Vincente Minnelli stages the [show-within-

the-show musical numbers] with such brio and e sowe
flair that they seem eons removed from the —Ted Sennett, Hollywood
standard behind-the-footlights musical.” Musicals (Abrams, 1981)




