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Early Life and Inspiration

Joan Crawford was born Lucille Fay 
LeSueur on March 23, 1908, in San 
Antonio, Texas. Her biological father, 
Thomas E. LeSueur, left the family 
shortly after Lucille’s birth, leaving 
Anna Bell Johnson, her mother, 
behind to take care of the family.
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Lucille’s mother later married 
Henry J. Cassin, an opera house 
owner from Lawton, Oklahoma, 
which is where the family settled. 
Throughout her childhood 

there, Lucille frequently watched performances in her 
stepfather’s theater. Lucille, having grown up watching 
the many vaudeville acts perform at the theater, grew 
up wanting to pursue a dancing career.
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In 1917, Lucille’s family moved to Kansas City after 
her stepfather was accused of embezzlement. Cassin, a 
Catholic, sent Lucille to a Catholic girls’ school by the 
name of St. Agnes Academy. When her mother and 
stepfather divorced, she remained at the academy as a 
work student. It was there that she began dating and 
met a man named Ray Sterling, who inspired her to 
start working hard in school.
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In 1922, Lucille registered at Stephens College in 
Columbia, Missouri. However, she only attended the 
college for a few months before dropping out when she 
realized that she was not prepared enough for college.
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Early Career

After her stint at Stephens, Lucille began 
dancing in various traveling choruses 
under the name Lucille LeSueur. While 
performing in Detroit, her talent was 
noticed by a producer named Jacob 
Shubert. Shubert gave her a spot in his 
1924 Broadway show Innocent Eyes, in 
which she performed in the chorus line.
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After having a little taste of 
Broadway, Lucille wanted more. She 
approached a publicist for Loews 
Theaters and was secured a role with 
the singer Henry Richman’s act. In 
1925, she landed modest roles in 
several films: Lady of the Night, The 
Circle, and Pretty Ladies.
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While her roles in these were small, 
Pete Smith, the publicity head of MGM, 
recognized her talent. He wished to 
cast her in more major roles but felt 
that her current name felt too fake. 
He once remarked that her last name, 

LeSueur, reminded him of the word sewer. After some 
deliberation, the name Joan Crawford was chosen to 
replace her given one.
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Intermission
• Lucille LaSueur changed her name to Joan Crawford 

to make it “sound less fake.” Would you change your 
name for a chance to become famous? Do you prefer 
Crawford’s original name, Lucille LaSueur, or do you 
think the new name suits her better? Joan herself is 
quoted as saying she did not like the name at first, stating 
that it sounded like crawfish.
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Intermission
• Crawford had aspirations to become a performer 

largely because she grew up watching performances at 
her stepfather’s theater. Can you recall any experiences 
growing up that shaped your goals in life? What were 
they and where did they lead you?
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Finding Success
Working on Broadway was a good start 
to a career, but Crawford grew more and 
more unsatisfied with the small roles 
she was being given. Deciding to take 
matters into her own hands, Crawford 
began to participate in dance halls 
and dance competitions throughout 
Hollywood, making her name known.
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After turning the heads of many major 
players in the Hollywood business, 
Crawford finally got her wish. In 1925, 
she was cast in the first film in which she 
had a sizeable role, Sally, Irene, and Mary.
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Crawford found more success 
over the next few years and 
starred in many more movies, 
including some notable ones 
such as Montana Moon, Letty 
Lynton, The Gorgeous Hussy, and 

Our Dancing Daughters. Crawford had gained much 
respect for her work and was even named “Queen of the 
Movies” by Life magazine.



page 13

However, by the late 1930s her popularity 
had begun to wane. In 1943, Crawford’s 
contract with MGM was terminated 
with mutual consent. That same year, 
Crawford signed with Warner Bros. for a 
three-movie deal, the first of which was 

Hollywood Canteen. In 1945, she scored a lead role in the 
critically acclaimed and highly successful Mildred Pierce, 
which received several Academy Award nominations, 
with Crawford winning for best actress.
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Over the next few years, Crawford would receive two 
more Oscar nominations for her roles in the 1947 

and 1952 films Possessed and Sudden 
Fear, the latter having been produced 
by Crawford herself. Crawford had 
become a household name, and she 
was known within the industry as a 
woman who could adapt to different 
forms of acting with ease.
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In the latter half of the 1950s, Crawford’s 
career had stagnated a bit, but was 
jumpstarted yet again by the 1962 horror 
movie What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? 
She would star in other movies such as 
Strait-Jacket, I Saw What You Did, and 

The Caretakers before her death on May 10, 1977. She 
died of a heart attack in New York City, leaving a hefty 
film legacy that would inspire generations.
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Intermission
• Joan Crawford was a prolific actress, having starred in a 

plethora of films. Have you watched many movies starring 
her? If so, what are your favorites?

• A screenwriter for MGM once said, “No one decided to 
make Joan Crawford a star, Joan Crawford became a star 
because Joan Crawford decided to become a star.” Can you 
recall a time in your life when you had to be persistent and 
work hard for something you wanted?
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Rivals and Feuds
Since the outset of her time at MGM, Crawford harbored a 
deep disdain for Norma Shearer. Shearer was a very popular 
actress at the studio and was the wife of MGM’s head of 

production, Irving Thalberg (both pictured), 
who favored his wife over other actresses on 
contract with the company. This was a source 
of frustration for Crawford, and she was once 
quoted as saying, “How can I compete with 
Norma? She sleeps with the boss!”
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Crawford also had a legendary rivalry with fellow actress 
Bette Davis. The rivalry has roots in the 1930s when Davis 
moved from Broadway to Hollywood, snagging herself 

an Oscar for her performance in 1935’s 
Dangerous, but losing the co-star she loved, 
Fronchot Tone (pictured), to Crawford. 
The two stars competed over Oscar 
nominations time and time again, but the 
rivalry reached a climax as the actresses 
entered their 50s.
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During the filming of What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? 
the two women had constant fights on set. Crawford 

was upset at being snubbed for 
a nomination for an Academy 
Award while Davis (pictured) was 
nominated. Crawford publically 
campaigned against Davis, going 
so far as convincing the eventual 

winner of the Academy Award, Anne Bancroft, to allow 
her to accept the trophy on her behalf.
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Legacy and Controversies
Crawford married four times. Three of 
these marriages were with actors she 
worked with, one of whom was Douglas 
Fairbanks Jr. In 1956, she married the 
chairman of Pepsi-Cola, Alfred Steele 
(pictured). After his death in 1959, 
Crawford became the first woman to 
join Pepsi’s board of directors. 
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Crawford’s handprints and footprints 
can be found in the forecourt of 
Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in 
Hollywood (pictured). She has her 
own star on the Hollywood Walk of 

Fame for her work in the industry. She was also voted the 
tenth-greatest female star of classic American cinema by 
the American Film Institute.
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Crawford also adopted four children. One of those 
children, Christina Crawford, brought forward some very 
serious allegations of abuse. In the year after her death 
in 1978, Christina released a memoir about her mother. 
The book, Mommie Dearest, described an alcoholic and 
abusive mother prone to fits of rage. A popular 1981 
movie of the same name was created as a result of the 
memoirs. The shocking claims have been disputed by 
some of Crawford’s other children in the years since.
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Famous Quotes
• “Hollywood is like life, you face it with the sum total 

of your equipment.”
• “If you’ve earned a position, be proud of it. Don’t hide 

it. I want to be recognized. When I hear people say, 
‘There’s Joan Crawford!’ I turn around and say, ‘Hi! 
How are you?!’”
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• “I was born in front of a camera and really don’t know 
anything else.”

• “It has been said that on screen I personified the 
American woman.”

• “If you have an ounce of common sense and one good 
friend you don’t need an analyst.”

• “I am just too much.”
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• “You have to be self-reliant and strong to survive in  
this town. Otherwise you will be destroyed.”

• “I never go outside unless I look like Joan Crawford  
the movie star. If you want to see the girl next door,  
go next door.”
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Guess That Movie! – Film #1 
• This 1962 film was directed by Robert 

Aldrich and starred Joan Crawford and 
Bette Davis.

• Joan Crawford’s character, Blanche 
Hudson, was tormented by her sister Jane.
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Answer:
What Ever Happened  

to Baby Jane?
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Guess That Movie! – Film #2
• Crawford starred with Ann Blyth in  

this 1945 film.
• After her husband leaves her for another 

woman, the title character raises her two 
daughters on her own while running a 
successful restaurant.
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Answer:

Mildred Pierce
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Guess That Movie! – Film #3 
• In this 1939 ensemble film, Joan Crawford  

and Norma Shearer were adversaries both 
on- and off-screen.

• The plot follows the story of several 
couples with interconnected relationships 
to each other.
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Answer:

The Women
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Guess That Movie! – Films #4 & #5 
• Joan Crawford starred in two films with the same 

title. In the first, she starred as an ambitious factory 
worker who meets a handsome and rich lawyer, 
played by Clark Gable. 

• In the 1947 production, the audience learns the  
backstory of a mysterious woman found wandering 
the streets of Los Angeles, searching for “David.”
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Answer:
Possessed (1931) and 

Possessed (1947)
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