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Still the Fairest

There’s no doubt that Fred Astaire
and Ginger Rogers will always reign as
the champion dance team of
Hollywood’s Golden Age. Fred and
Ginger, however, weren’t the only toe-
tapping kids on the block. Marge and
Gower Champion put on quite a show in
their seven musicals together.

Although the Champions were best
known for their stage and television
work, their short film careers pro-
duced some memorable performances
in movies such as Show Boat, Jupiter’s
Darling, Give a Girl a Break, and Three
for the Show. The couple divorced in
1973 and Gower passed away seven
years later, but Marge is as active as
ever with the same twinkle in her eye
and infectious smile that radiated from
all her films.

Marge Champion’s love of dance
dates back to earlier days when she
was just one year old and would waltz
around her Hollywood home in a tutu.
That was 89 years ago. Today, she still
limbers up regularly at the gym near
her Manhattan apartment on New
York’s West Side, and maintains a busy
schedule as she travels across the
country each year giving lectures,
interviews, and accepting awards. In
2009, she made many appearances in
the US and in London to discuss the
Blu-Ray release of Snow White, in
which she had a significant role. In
March, 2010, she returned to the South,
where she once toured with Harry

Belafonte, and accepted the Weil V]
Fellowship in Arts and Humanities at 7
Auburn University Montgomery, in .
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Alabama. A few days later, she was
back on a plane heading home to the
— East Coast to give a talk at the New .CA«OMM
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York Public Library.
Young Marjorie began her formal

dance training at the age of six, under
the guidance of her father, Ernest
Belcher, who was one of film’s first cho-
reographers, or dance directors as they
were initially known. The lessons paid
off because seven years later, Walt
Disney studios came calling. “A talent
scout came from Disney to my father’s
dance studio in 1933 and picked three
girls to audition as a model for Snow
White,” Miss Champion told me during
her recent trip to Montgomery. “I did the
audition, and then forgot all about it.
Months later, Disney hired me.”

Over the next two years, for a couple
of days each month, Marjorie pranced
around the Disney studio stage, as cam-
eras recorded her walking, running, and
dancing. The animators used a technique
called rotoscoping to trace and copy her
movements for their Snow White cartoon
character. But Walt Disney did not want
it widely known how closely they copied
her movements. So even at the 1937 pre-
miere of Snow White and the Seven
Dwarfs, Marjorie was banished to the
balcony of the Los Angeles Carthay
Circle Theater, away from the prying
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press.

“If anyone asked, I was to say that I
was just the live-action model for Snow
White and that they only used me as a
guide for the animation,” said Miss
Champion. But in an April 4, 1938, Life
Magazine article, Marjorie’s contribu-
tion to Snow White was eventually
acknowledged publicly.

While Snow White was in production,
Marjorie also worked for Disney as a
model for the Blue Fairy in Pinocchio
and for the hippopotamus ballerina in the
“Dance of the Hours” sequence in
Fantasia. “The real model for the hippo
was a very large lady, but she couldn’t
dance so they had me do some dance
steps to go along with her. They even had
me wear a bathing suit so they could see
the lines of my body.”

Throughout high school, Marjorie also
helped her father in the dance studio
after school. “He did work for some of
Charlie Chaplin’s films and for Cecil B.
DeMille, and was one of the most
respected dance teachers on the West
Coast with some 2,000 students including
Shirley Temple and Cyd Charisse. But
when the Depression came along, dance
lessons were one of the first luxuries

people gave up. So I became his chief
assistant teacher.”

Margaret Kerry was one of those
pupils. “I used to take dance lessons
from Mr. Belcher when I was 7 or 8, Ms.
Kerry said from her home in Los
Angeles. “He actually scared me to
death! He was a fine teacher, but I was
just a little girl and he seemed so big. He
was very British looking, and would
come to class dressed formally in a suit
and leather shoes, and carried a big stick
that he would pound on the floor to keep
time. His assistants would demonstrate
the dance steps, and one of them was
Marge.” Years later, in 1951, Ms. Kerry
was also hired by Disney and posed as
the model for Tinker Bell in Peter Pan!

During ninth grade, Marjorie became
vaguely aware of a classmate, Gower
Champion, who sat behind her in class.
Gower loved to dance too, and so
impressed her father during a perform-
ance in the school’s end-of-year produc-
tion that he was offered a scholarship at
the Belcher school. “My father recog-
nized his talent, but knew he needed
training,” said Miss Champion. She gave
little thought to Gower, and by the time
high school ended and Snow White pre-
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miered in December, 1937, Marjorie was
married to Art Babbitt, a highly respect-
ed Disney animator and twelve years her
senior.

After high school, Marjorie and
Gower went their separate ways. Gower
teamed up with Jeanne Tyler and danced
across the country in stage shows and
nightclubs, while Marjorie found her
way to New York in 1939, hoping to snag
a job as a Radio City Music Hall
Rockette. “But I was too short,” she said,
referring to her S' 2" frame. Meanwhile,
her husband, who had remained in
California, urged her to come home.
However, Marjorie stayed on the East
Coast to pursue her career and the cou-
ple divorced after a year of marriage,
although they remained friends. Henry
Willson, Marjorie’s agent, then suggest-
ed she change her name. “He liked to
shorten the names of his clients—he
named Rock Hudson and Lana Turner. So
he shortened Belcher to Bell, and I
became Marjorie Bell. He got me some
tiny roles in early movies like Honor of
the West, All Women Have Secrets, and
The Story of Vernon and Irene Castle [all
1939]. In the Castle film, I was Ginger
Rogers’ friend and I had just one line.”

Marjorie appeared in other small,
uncredited roles the same year, includ-
ing Sorority House and What a Life, and
spent the next decade working on the
stage and in supper clubs. During this
period, she rekindled her friendship with
Gower who came out to New York occa-
sionally. The two took dance classes
together and Gower eventually began to
choreograph their routines. They were
married in 1947 and began working
together, including the choreographing
of the Broadway musical revues, Lend
an Ear (1948) and Make a Wish (1951).

As the reputation of the Marge and
Gower Champion dance team spread,
Hollywood began to take an interest in
the dancing duo, and in Gower’s talent as
a choreographer. “We were getting fabu-
lous reviews,” recalled Miss Champion.
“Gower brought the conceptions to the
team and was able to tell a story through
the dance routines. I think I brought an
ability to connect with an audience.”
They were offered a guest role in their
first film together, Mr. Music in 1950 at
Paramount, which featured Bing Crosby
as a golf-crazy songwriter. Other guest
stars included Peggy Lee, Met opera star
Dorothy Kirsten, and Groucho Marx.

Facing page left:
Marge posing for
Disney artists ani-
mating Snow
White and the
Seven Dwarfs.
Facing page right:
Margaret Kerry
took dance les-
sons from
Marge's father,
Ernest Belcher,
and later posed
for artists draw-
ing Tinker Bell for
Disney’s Peter
Pan (1953).
Left: Marge poses
with a copy of the
Snow White and
the Seven Dwarfs
album during her
interview with
Nick Thomas.
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Initially, three numbers were planned
for the Champions, but two were left on
the cutting room floor. In “Life Is So
Peculiar,” sung by Lee and Crosby,
Gower and Marge leap playfully over
furniture and swing around awning poles
outside on a terrace. In fact, dancing
around poles, columns, or furniture
became a trademark for many of the
Champions’ routines.

“We had a nice number with Bing and
Peggy which Gower choreographed, but
the piano and furniture filled up the
room and we were very confined, so we
needed to get out on the terrace in order
to give some life to the dance,” said Miss
Champion. “We used poles and other
props in many of our films to give us a
third partner and it made the steps look
different. But I think one of the best rou-
tines we ever did was cut from Mr.
Music. It was about a young couple who
were just married and was filmed on a
slanted stage. It was a period number
and had the look of the early 1900s and
visually was one of the most interesting
things we ever did; it was just beautiful.
But I think they felt it was really not that
pertinent to the story and cut it. I've
tried to find a copy, but it's now lost



Emory
Parnell,
Marge
Champion,
Kathryn
Grayson, and
Gower
Champion in
Show Boat
(1951).

Nick Thomas

footage, although stills of the routine still
exist.” She also remembers Groucho,
who did an amusing vaudeville skit with
Crosby. “He was wonderful in his guest
shot. We would see him often in those
days, because we would go out to parties
and Groucho would show up and dance
with me.”

While waiting for their next film, the
Champions accepted an assignment
from Howard Hughes, then president of
RKO Pictures, who was planning Janet
Leigh’s first musical feature. “We taught
her to dance and created some numbers
for her, but Hughes kept changing direc-
tors and we got nothing on film,” recalled
Miss Champion. After parting company
with the eccentric billionaire, the project
continued and eventually became Two
Tickets to Broadway (1951). Marge and
Gower were well paid for their year of
work with Hughes, and were able to buy
their first house in Los Angeles which
Gower always referred to as “the house
that Howard Hughes built.”

Show Boat (1951) was the first of five
films the Champions did at MGM.
Starring Howard Keel, Kathryn
Grayson, and Ava Gardner, it was sub-
stantially altered from the 1936 film with
Irene Dunne and Allan Jones. The ‘51
version opens in spectacular Technicolor
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as the Cotton Blossom show boat docks
and the entertainers, in their dazzling
costumes, tantalize the gathering crowd
with snippets of their routines, including
a short, snappy dance from the
Champions. Marge and Gower’s talents
were showcased in two main numbers, “I
Might Fall Back on You” and “Life on the
Wicked Stage.” More than just entertain-
ers in the background, the couple also
had modest roles in the plot.

“Bob Alton was the choreographer,
and Gower had worked with him on
Broadway and they were great friends.
Both our routines in Show Boat are long
takes because Bob liked to work with us
as though we were on the stage. In “I
might Fall Back on You” we had 57 hitch-
kicks, and [director] George Sidney shot
it seven or eight times, so it was very tir-
ing. If we hadn’t been used to stage and
nightclub work, we never could have
done those long takes.” Following that
number, the story continues with Marge
and Gower dancing in the background
but the music had to be added later so as
not to interfere with the dialogue of
other actors. “They hooked us up with
some kind of electronic hearing device
so we could still hear the music and keep
time while dancing, while the other
actors were talking. It was one of the

first times they used that technology in
film.”

Later, in “Life on the Wicked Stage,”
Gower changes clothes numerous times
during the routine while Marge dances
throughout, again with few cuts. “Gower
had to crawl under the camera several
times while filming, making quick cos-
tume changes and get into position again.
So it was a combination of stage and
movie techniques for that number.”

Marge also remembers some of the
other actors from Show Boat. “Joe E.
Brown was lots of fun as the boat captain
and Agnes Moorehead played his wife.
She was just a Grande Dame, absolutely
the opposite of the mean character she
played in the film and in TV shows. She
could put on that sourpuss face and still
be funny, which is a real art. Ava
Gardner lived in Nichols Canyon near us
and would come to visit, so we got to
know each other very well. She was
going with Frank Sinatra at the time and
he was coaching her for the song she did
[“Bill”]. She really sang it beautifully, but
Annette Warren dubbed her in the film,
although Ava’s version was used on the
record soundtrack.”

The Champions also found the move
to film came with unexpected advan-
tages. “Working for a big studio was






