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Bette Davis centennial
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The bold, the bad and the bumpy nights

Bette Davis, born 100 years ago this week,
made her first appearance on film in 1931
and herlastin 1989, and like every star of her
generation she was always ready for her
close-up. The difference with Davis -- part of
what makes her, one of the greatest Holly-
wood actresses -- was, she didn't need it.
You could tell what she was thinking and
feeling from across the room, even a very
large one like the ballroom she swoops into,
wearing a red dress, in William Wyler's
Jezebel (1938), scandalising the haut monde
of 1852 New Orleans; unmarried young
women like her character, Julie Marsden, are
expected to wear white. But Julie wants to
make an impression, and she does; and as
she takes a turn on the dance floor with her
stiff-backed escort, you can see, although
most of the sequence is long shots, her grow-
ing awareness that she has made a terrible
mistake, thatshe has gone, foronce, too far.

Bette Davis could make you see red in
blackand white.

prime, in the 1930s and '40s, when she com-
manded the screen with something subtier
and more mysterious than the fierce, simple
will that carried her through the mostly grim
jobs of work that followed. In her heyday, as
the reigning female star at Warner Brothers,
she was as electrifying as Marlon Brando in
the '50s: volatile, sexy, challenging, fearlessly
inventive. She looked moviegoers straight in
the eye and dared them to look away.

Usually they kept looking, even when she
was putting on display, as she frequently did,
the unlovelier aspects of human nature. Her
breakthrough role, after three years of more
or less routine assignments, came in John
Cromwell's 1934 adaptation of the W
Somerset Maugham novel Of Human Bond-
age, in which she plays the coldhearted
Cockney temptress Mildred Rogers, a vile
specimen who cruelly -- and protractedly --
abuses the affections of a sensitive, artistic,
clubfooted young medical student,

[t was a part Davis had campaigned for. At

tures to good use. In Lloyd Bacon's terrific
Marked Woman (1937), for instance, in
which she plays a nightclub hostess, you see
a kind of distillation of all the tramps, gun
molls and shady dames she'd played as an
eager young non-star under contract to
studios that didn't know what to do with her
Her character in Marked Woman,” is a won-
derfully complex creation, a wary survivor
who's both proud of her sensuality and
slightly uncomfortable with it

And in one of her most celebrated roles, as
the panicky aging actress Margo Channing
in Joseph L. Mankiewicz's All About Eve
(1950), Davis trots out every bad habit she'd
developed over the years, every “Bette
Davis”" mannerism, and makes them all
seem, strictly speaking, necessary: real
aspects of an unmistakably real woman. It
helps, obviously, that Margo happens to be
an actress.

The performance is dry-eyed and free of
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