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The Women (1939) was originally a Broadway play written by Clare Booth (later Luce) that became a successful movie with some 150 parts that were all played by women and girls.
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(Joan Crawford as Chrystal Allen, Norma Shearer as 

Mary Haines, and Rosalind Russell as Sylvia Fowler)


It became two hours and twenty minutes marathon of women talking about men, gossiping about other women and conspiring to get around these other women to get their hooks into the men they were talking about.


Sounds like the military should have recruited the cast into the army and navy and sic-ed them on the Axis Powers.

We would never have had the second world war if they had used these “ladies”!!  One glance at these females advancing and any army would surrender!!


It all starts off with Sylvia Fowler (Rosalind Russell) finds out a juicy tidbit of news about her cousin, Mary Haines (Norma Shearer)—Mary’s husband is “seeing” a salesclerk, Crystal Allen (Joan Crawford).


Sylvia phones Edith Potter (Phyllis Povah) to clue her in before they both show up at Mary’s for lunch.
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(Rosalind Russell – Sylvia Fowler)


Will Mary find out?


Will her “friends” tell her?


Will Mary and Crystal ever come face to face?


Does this sound like a really boring movie?!
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(Joan Crawford as Crystal Allen).


Yep, but for two things.


One is the behind-the-scenes rivalry between Joan Crawford and Norma Shearer, widow of former M-G-M producer Irving Thalberg.


They would show up at the set and sit there in their cars, waiting, until director George Cukor ordered them into the sets.


This kind of thing boils over onto the screen.


Then came the one scene the two actresses had together:*
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(Norma Shearer – Mary Hanes – and 

with her husband, Irving Thalberg)



Crawford was prepared to deliver the offstage lines, as she always did for other actors (lazier stars retired to their dressing rooms and allowed the script clerk or director to “feed” the lines).  She positioned herself in a chair at the side of the camera and took out her knitting.  She was working on an afghan that required large needles.


Norma delivered her lines in front of the camera.  Joan answered with her lines, but she never looked at Norma.  She continued gazing at her knitting.  The needles moved at a furious pace, and they clicked.  Loudly, “Joan, darling, I find your knitting distracting,” Norma said.


Joan seemed not to hear.  The scene continued, and the flashing needles grew louder.  The tension mounted and crew members looked from the irritated Shearer to the oblivious Crawford, then to Cukor, who seemed like an unwilling explorer on the brink of a volcano.  Again Norma started the scene, and again Joan’s needles distracted her.  “Mr. Cukor,” Norma said with icy control, “I think that Miss Crawford can go home now and you can give me her lines.”


Cukor dragged Crawford off the set, bawled her out and told her she’d have to apologize to Shearer when Crawford returned to the set the next day.


Crawford showed up but without apologizing and Shearer remained icy to her for the rest of the scene.
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(Phyllis Povah as Edith Potter, Rosalind Russell as

Sylvia Potter and Joan Crawford as Crystal Allen)


The rest of the movie has that edge, from Sylvia and Edith sneaking around to find “the other woman”—Crystal—to Sylvia joining Mary in Reno, Nevada, and landing smack in the middle of a cat fight with Paulette Goddard as Miriam Aarons, the other woman in Sylvia’s own marriage to Sylvia getting her comeuppance in a night club ladies’ lounge.


Myrna Loy wrote about appearing in a revival of the play, grateful that things had changed for women.


Maven read that and realized that Myrna Loy never knew the women in Maven’s family!!! 

*Joan Crawford:  A Biography by Bob Thomas, Simon and Schuster, 1978, New York, pages 132 - 3


