Astaire & Rogers
Fate brought them together;
talent made them legends.
By Richard W. O’Donnell

I

f Dorothy Jordan hadn’t gotten married, Fred Adele married and moved to England. Before pairmight never have danced with Ginger. Jordan ing with Ginger, Fred’s main claim to Hollywood
was supposed to be Fred Astaire’s dancing part- fame had been a dance he shared with Joan
ner in the 1933 musical Flying Down to Rio. She Crawford in the 1933 ﬁlm Dancing Lady.
Next came Roberta in 1935. Irene Dunne and
chose marriage instead, and a new partner had to
be found in a hurry. Ginger Rogers, a veteran of 21 Randolph Scott were the stars, but it was this ﬁlm
earlier ﬂicks, mostly minor, was chosen. She had that established Astaire and Rogers as America’s
Broadway experience as well, and was more
than capable of gliding along with Astaire.
They embraced during the “Carioca,” and
a new page in movie history was written.
Ironically, they were not the stars of Rio.
Gene Raymond and Dolores Del Rio were
ahead of them in the credits. Ginger came in
fourth, and Fred was ﬁfth in the billing.
But Fred and Ginger had top billing
when their second ﬁlm, The Gay Divorcee,
was released in 1934. They danced together
for less than six minutes in the movie,
but those minutes were memorable. Cole
Porter’s Night and Day and The Continental
by Conrad and Magidson were featured,
so they had some great dancing music.
Divorcee was a smash hit.
The man who made a dance team out of
the two Hollywood legends was Lou Brock,
the associate producer who hired Ginger
for Rio. Credit should also go to producer
Pandro S. Berman, who chose to star Fred
and Ginger in Divorcee over the protests of
other studio bigwigs.
Fred Astaire wasn’t happy, either. He
felt that Ginger wasn’t right for the part.
Fortunately, he lost that debate.
In fact, Fred didn’t want a permanent dancing partner, after spending years
onstage with his sister. Adele Astaire was
the better-known member of the team, a
leading-lady type, while Fred had played Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers as Vernon and Irene Castle
comic roles. But they broke up the act when
in the RKO picture The Castles.
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favorite dancing partners. Songs by Jerome Kern
included Smoke Gets in Your Eyes, Yesterdays, I
Won’t Dance and Lovely to Look At. Who could
ask for anything more?
Indeed there was more. I’ll Be Hard to Handle
was the featured Astaire-and-Rogers routine. The
number had banter, tap segments, and humor, and
the two dancers walked away with the movie.
Next came Top Hat, released in 1935, probably the best of all the ﬁlms in the series. Irving
Berlin’s score included No Strings, Isn’t It a
Lovely Day, Top Hat, Cheek to Cheek and The
Piccolino. When you watch these movies, notice
the long pauses that follow key dance numbers.
During Divorcee, it was discovered that theater
audiences actually applauded at the end of dance
numbers. For this reason, there was
always a pause in later ﬁlms to allow
for audience applause.
Mere words cannot describe the
magic of the loving dance routines
between Astaire and Rogers. Why try?
You only have to watch them.
Astaire always featured a vigorous number in these movies. He once
said that preparing for a dance was
similar to an athlete getting ready for
a game. He would work out dance
routines, both romantic and athletic, with choreographer Hermes Pan.
Then Ginger would be brought in for
her numbers.
Rehearsals were long and exhausting. Ginger claimed that often her feet
would start to bleed from the workouts. She hated these rehearsals. To
her credit, her grace and style never
betrayed this fact in the ﬁlms. She Top: Swing Time (RKO, 1936). Above: Ginger Rogers and Fred
was beautiful, always wonderful.
Astaire enhanced the hit musical Follow the Fleet. It featured
Irving Berlin tunes (RKO, 1936).
Follow the Fleet came out in
1936. Irving Berlin again provided
songs like Get Thee Behind Me Satan, I’m Putting were exceptions, though. In Swing Time, a crane
was brought in for an overhead view, and more than
All My Eggs in One Basket and Let Yourself Go.
Swing Time was released in the fall of the one take was required.
In 1937’s Shall We Dance, they danced on roller
same year, and it was one of their best. The songs
by Jerome Kern included Pick Yourself Up, Never skates. And quite well, mind you. These were the
old-fashioned clamp-on skates, and they had to be
Gonna Dance and The Way You Look Tonight.
When possible, routines between the famous difﬁcult to control. It was a marvelous interlude.
Other regulars in these movies included such
couple were ﬁlmed in one continuous shot. There
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veterans as Eric Blore, Helen Broderick, Helen
Westley and Edward Everett Horton. These veterans held the stories together when Fred and Ginger
weren’t dancing. The plots were similar: He and
she are involved in a major dispute that is settled
just in time for the ﬁnal production number.
In 1937, the team broke up, or so it seemed.
Ginger did Stage Door and Fred did Damsel in
Distress with Joan Fontaine. She didn’t dance that
well. But Burns and Allen were in the ﬁlm, and
Gracie did a brilliant amusement-park number with
Fred. It was marvelous. No matter what you may
have heard, Gracie was his ﬁrst dancing partner
after Ginger. George’s wife was that talented.
Who was Fred’s favorite dancing partner? Rita
Hayworth. In the early ’40s, they starred in You’ll
Never Get Rich and You Were Never Lovelier.
Astaire and Rogers, despite rumors, did not dislike each other. That’s been around for years. They

simply wanted to make it on their own, and they
did. In 1938, they reunited on ﬁlm in Carefree and
the delightful Change Partners. In 1939 there was
The Story of Vernon and Irene Castle, which was
supposed to be their ﬁnal ﬂick. It was about a reallife dancing team, but it wasn’t their best, and there
were no memorable songs.
But happily, there was an encore. Ten years
later, Ginger and Fred got together again for The
Barkleys of Broadway. This one was about a
ﬁctional show business team, and it brought in the
box ofﬁce gold.
Both performers enjoyed distinguished careers.
Ginger won an Oscar for Kitty Foyle. She was 84
when she died in 1995. Fred stared in many hit musicals. He passed away in 1987 at the age of 88.
Astaire and Rogers are still dancing today. You
can watch them on TV, or rent or buy their ﬁlms on
tape. They still cast a spell. ❖
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