
 
 
          

 
US  :  1948  :  dir. George Stevens  :    RKO                                         :  134 min 
prod: Harriet Parsons  :  scr: De Witt Bodeen  :  dir.ph.: Nicholas Musuraca 
Ann Carter; Bob Anderson; Arthur Stone; June Hedin; Peggy McIntire; Tommy Ivo;     
Stephen Brown ……………………………………………………………………………………….… 
Irene Dunne; Barbara Bel Geddes; Oskar Homolka; Edgar Bergen; Philip Dorn; Ellen Corby; 
Florence Bates; Cedric Hardwicke; Barbara O’Neil; Rudy Vallee 
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“ The sweetest movie anyone would ever wish to see! ”  
 

  
 
Barbara Bel Geddes ponders a life of letters.             Sources Left: Radio Times  Right: Rating the Movies (1990) 

 

 

Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide 
2001 review: 
 
“Beautifully realised, exquisitely detailed 
filming of John Van Druten‟s play, based on 
Kathryn Forbes‟ memoirs about growing up 
with her Norwegian immigrant family in San 
Francisco.  A bit long, but richly rewarding, 
with top performances in each and every role.  
Screenplay by DeWitt Bodeen.  Followed by the 
TV series "Mama".  Also shown in a computer-
coloured version.  ***1/2 ” 
 
 
Speelfilm Encyclopedie review: 
 

“First class sentimental melodrama with Dunne 
as mama raising her Norwegian brood in San 
Francisco;  not for the insensitive, but a delicacy 
for others.  From the play by John Van Druten.  
Supporting actress Ellen Corby received an 
Oscar nomination.  ***1/2 ” 
 
 
Halliwell’s Film Guide review: 
 
“A novelist remembers some of the adventures 
of growing up with her Norwegian-American 
family.  Overlong, but well-upholstered 
nostalgia:  warm-hearted, sentimental, nicely 
detailed, richly acted but just a little boring in 
spots.  From the play by John Van Druten and 
the book "Mama’s Bank Account" by Kathryn 

I Remember Mama  



Forbes.  Academy Award nominations:  
Nicholas Musuraca; Irene Dunn; Barbara Bel 
Geddes; Oskar Homolka and Ellen Corby. ** ” 

 
 

 
 
Mama takes charge of the family budget.  From L to R: Philip Dorn; Barbara Bel Geddes; Steven Brown; Irene 
Dunne; Peggy McIntire and June Hedin.  The kitten alas is unidentified.         Source:  A Pictorial Guide to the Talkies 

 
 

The Critics’ Film Guide review: 
 
“An author (Barbara Bel Geddes) remembers 
her Norwegian-American mother (Irene 
Dunne).  It‟s more likely that Grandma will 
recall this nostalgic, weepie example of mom-
worship.  A strong ensemble works wonders 
with the virtually plotless material;  George 
Stevens‟s direction is strong on detail and 
warming the heart, but allows scenes to run on 
for too long.  5/10 ” 
 
“Frequently sentimental but never hokey”  

 –  Variety 
 
“Mild but generally gratifying "family" movie” 

        –  James Agee 
 
“There is not much to describe in the way of 
plot, for MAMA is merely a set of loosely-
connected reminiscences about a San Francisco 
family‟s domestic crises and humours, and an 
affectionate portrait of  the matriarch of the 
family.  This altogether delightful material has 
been adapted for filming with conspicuous skill.  

Carefully avoiding either mawkishness or 
bathos, George Stevens, executive producer and 
director, staged it like a man who must have 
had a mother himself.”              –  Fortnight  
  
The Good Film and Video Guide review: 
 
“Family reminiscences were very popular in the 
„40s and this is one of the better ones, as 
adapted for Broadway by John Van Druten 
from Kathryn Forbes‟ "Mama’s Bank Account".  
Mama is Irene Dunne and Papa Philip Dorn, 
Norwegians living in San Francisco in 1910.  
Among others you will enjoy are the lodger 
(Cedric Hardwicke), the family doctor (Rudy 
Vallee), Aunt Trina (Ellen Corby) who wants to 
marry the undertaker (Edgar Bergen), plus gruff 
Uncle Chris (Oskar Homolka) and his mistress 
(Barbara O‟Neil).1  Recalling them is Barbara 
Bel Geddes, whose attempts at writing are 
encouraged by a fierce lady author (Florence 
Bates).  *** ” 

                                                           
1
 There are no children in this family?  None worth 

“enjoying” at any rate, apparently. 



 
   
Movies on TV and Videocassette 1988-89 
review: 
 
“Stevens directed this intently observed, 
memorable drama of a mother and her 
Norwegian immigrant family in San Francisco. 
Later a long-running TV series.  ***1/2 ” 
 
A Pictorial History of the Talkies note: 
 
“1948: …Broadway successes to reach the screen 
included William Saroyan‟s prize play, "THE 
TIME OF YOUR LIFE", "I REMEMBER 
MAMA", "ALL MY SONS", "COMMAND 
DECISION", "STATE OF THE UNION", and 
a remake of "ONE SUNDAY 
AFTERNOON"…” 
 
 
Radio Times Guide to Films review: 
 
“San Francisco in the 1900s is the setting for 
this reassuringly cosy story of a family of 
Norwegian immigrants and their struggles for 
survival.  Irene Dunn brings her usual class and 
charm to the role of the matriarch who holds it 
all together and Barbara Bel Geddes is the 
daughter who records it all in her diary.  
Directed by George Stevens with a warm heart 
and a diverting way with a cliché, it also has a 
knockout performance by Cedric Hardwicke as 
a rundown old actor who reads from him own 
(unpublished) works but never seems to be able 
to pay the rent.  **** ” 
 
 
Rating the Movies (1990) review: 
 
“A nice bit of nostalgia as a novelist remembers 
growing up with her stout-hearted Norwegian 
family, struggling to attain the American dream 
in San Francisco.  Dunne is wonderful as the 
energetic mother whose devotion and fortitude 
keeps the family on an even keel;  Bel Geddes 
plays the novelist.  The film is filled with rich 
details of turn-of-the-century San Francisco.  
Other good performances include those by 
Oscar Homolka, Edgar Bergen, Philip Dorn, 
Ellen Corby and Cedric Hardwicke.  Academy 
Award nominations – Dunne, Best Actress; 
Homolka, Best Supporting Actor; Bel Geddes 
and Corby, Best Supporting Actress; Nicholas 
Musuraca, cinematography.  **** ”   
 
 

The Sunday Times Guide to Movies on 
Television review: 
 
“Extremely sentimental, about plucky Irene 
Dunne raisin‟ her brood in San Francisco;  
George Stevens piled on the goo but those who 
like a good cry will love it.  Barbara Bel Geddes 
does well among the daughters.  ” 
 
 
The Time Out Film Guide review: 
 
“A rosily nostalgic valentine to family life in San 
Francisco circa 1910, rather in the manner of  
"MEET ME IN ST LOUIS", though cast 
(without the music) in the form of memories set 
down by a budding authoress looking back in 
gratitude and affection.  The homespun 
philosophy with which these Norwegian 
immigrants face up to life‟s hard knocks makes 
it more sentimental than Minnelli‟s film.  A 
charmer, nevertheless, directed and acted with 
real delicacy, not least by Hardwicke as the 
lodger, a broken-down old actor who pays his 
way with readings from the classics.  Beautifully 
adapted by DeWitt Bodeen from the John Van 
Druten play (itself based on Kathryn Forbes‟ 
book "Mama’s Bank Account").” 
 
 
 



 
 
Barbara Bel Geddes in the traditional Puritan black 
stockings which on the continent are a byword for 
chastity and rigid family order.  

      Source: A Pictorial Guide to the Talkies 

 
 
TV Times Film & Video Guide 1995 review: 
 
“George Stevens‟ classic blend of humour and 
sentiment in the story of a Norwegian family, 
headed by a wise and indomitable mother, and 
their sometimes happy, sometimes tragic, always 
very human experiences, in San Francisco in 
1910.  Irene Dunne gives one of the best 
performances of her career (her Norwegian 
accent is impeccable), while Oscar Homolka, as 
a bombastic uncle, creates minor havoc by his 
mere presence.  The long running time is 
typical of Stevens‟ meticulous direction, where 
each scene is milked for every last drop of 
wonderful sentiment.  **** ” 

 
 
Video Movie Guide 1993 review: 
 
“Irene Dunne is Mama in this sentimental 
drama about an engaging Norwegian family in 
san Francisco.  Definitely a feel-good film for 
the nostalgic-minded.  Hearts of gold all the 
way!  ***!/2 ” 
 
 
The Virgin Film Guide review: 
 
“A delicate charmer, sometimes precious, but 
nonetheless fine.  Based on Kathryn Forbes‟s 
collection of autobiographical short stories  
"Mama’s Bank Account", this meticulously 
directed George Stevens film tells the 
heartwarming story of a Norwegian immigrant 
family making a go of it in turn-of-the-century 
San Francisco.  Katrin (Barbara Bel Geddes), 
one of the daughters, narrates from her diary as 
the family‟s trials, tribulations and triumphs are 
shown in flashback.  At the centre of the 
proceedings is the indefatigable Mama (Irene 
Dunne, giving one of her finest performances), 
keeping the house and her head while a 
dizzying parade of offbeat relatives and friends 
come and go, including Oscar Homolka 
(overacting), Cedric Hardwicke (wonderful 
indeed), Rudy Vallee, Edgar Bergen and Philip 
Dorn as Papa.  Forbes‟s nostalgic tale had 
earlier been brought to Broadway by Richard 
Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II (adapted by 
John Van Druten), and Peggy Wood later 
appeared in a long-running (1946-1957) TV 
series based on the story.  **** ” 
 

 

 
 
 
Mama ………………………….Irene Dunne 
Katrin …………………Barbara Bel Geddes 
Uncle Chris …………….….Oscar Homolka 
Papa …………………………….Philip Dorn 
Mr Hyde ……………..….Cedric Hardwicke 
Mr Thorkelson …………...….Edgar Bergen 
Dr Johnson ………………...….Rudy Vallee 
Jessie Brown ………………Barbara O’Neil 
Florence Dana Moorhead.. Florence Bates 
Christine ………..……..…Peggy McIntyre 
Cousin Arne …………………...Tommy Ivo 

 
 
[no listing in "Variety Movie Guide 1993"] 
 
 

Cast: 



Radio Times review: 
 
“Early 20th-century San Francisco is the setting 
for this warm-hearted story of a family of 
Norwegian immigrants and their struggles for 
survival.  Irene Dunn brings her usual class and 
charm to the role of the matriarch and Barbara 
Bel Geddes plays the daughter and future 
novelist who records day-to-day life in her diary.  
**** ” 
 
“Drama.  A novelist looks back on her 
childhood and her Norwegian-American family 
life in San Francisco, dominated by wise, 

practical and indomitable Mama Hanson.  **** 
” 
 
“Not a lot of people know that… although she 
plays a dutiful daughter in "I REMEMBER 
MAMA", Barbara Bel Geddes (who later played 
Miss Ellie in "Dallas") was expelled from her 
exclusive New England finishing school for 
being a disruptive influence.” 

 

 
 
 
Presumably even Norwegian families have children in them, but they’re hardly worth 
mentioning, right?  Let’s mention them first then.  Ann Carter was 12, though Marc Best omits 
this title from her filmography in “Those Endearing Young Charms”. One of her more 
significant roles was in “CURSE OF THE CAT PEOPLE” (also for RKO, 44). Tommy Ivo, 
whom Holmstrom describes in "The Moving Picture Boy" as "a toothy, tow-haired boy with the 
air of an emaciated chipmunk”, was also 12 and principally seen in family Westerns such as 
“THE TREASURE OF LOST CANYON” (51).  Nothing else is known of June Hedin, Stephen 
Brown (both pictured above), Bob Anderson, or Arthur Stone. 
 
 
I saw only the second half of the film, as Katrin prepares for her school graduation day, 
attends the deathbed of Uncle Chris, and (thanks to mama’s discreet intervention) finally has 
her first work published. Irene Dunne shines in a nicely-judged performance, beset on all 
sides by sturdy Scandinavian caricatures, and the film has that pleasant rainy Sunday 
afternoon women’s movie feel to it (avoiding the term “heartwarming”).  The personality of 
Katrin herself is a tad dreepy and self-mortifying. When she learns mama has given away a 
family heirloom brooch to buy her a hairbrush set for her graduation present, there is much 
hand-wringing and misery.  Her first attempts at getting into print fail (as do everybody’s) and 
she’s about to abandon hopes of becoming an author when mama goes to see a society 
writer and exchanges Norwegian culinary secrets for some timely literary guidance.  
 
The younger children are only minor characters. Katrin’s youngest sister (June Hedin) wants 
to be a vet and herds puppies and kittens eagerly through the family house. Tommy Ivo plays 
Cousin Arne, nearly lamed by an accident.  Only on the deathbed of gruff Uncle Chris does 
the family learn who paid for the medical help that saved him.  The curmudgeon spent every 
cent he ever saved on operations for lame children (perhaps hence the Oscar nomination).   
 
I’m sure there’s a film lurking somewhere under the title “I DISMEMBER MAMA”, which is a 
hoot, even if the film itself is not.  Director George Stevens secured his place in Hollywood’s 
Valhalla five years later with “SHANE”, but among his other films of interest to the archive 
was “THE DIARY OF ANNE FRANK” (59).  More episodic nostalgia for the great American 
family (and also based on autobiographical reminiscences) can be found in “LIFE WITH 
FATHER”, released the year before this. 
 
 
See subject index under AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL TITLES, REFUGEES / EVACUEES / 
IMMIGRANTS and WRITING / PENPALS / CORRESPONDENCE. 
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