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The truth is that Hayworth’s haircut was 
no whim executed by Welles on the sly 
without the approval of Harry Cohn. 
According to a 1947 Life article, it was 

negotiated and agreed on—notes flew between 
the two men about Hayworth’s famous auburn 
tresses and Welles’s desire to change them for 
the Elsa role. Nothing about the haircut was 
accidental or secretive. Cohn actually approved 
it and brought in press to photograph and 
chronicle the event. Hayworth’s haircut was 
executed within the machinery of the studio 
system: she was shampooed, bleached, and cut 
into a shade o!cially declared “topaz blonde.” 
Multiple photographers acted as witnesses. "e 
event was remarkably like a wedding. Or per-
haps it could be compared to a christening, so 
eager was the studio to introduce the public to 
this new fair-haired Rita. Hayworth’s hair was 
important enough to Columbia that Cohn re-
called the studio’s hairdresser, Helen Hunt, back 
to California from her New York honeymoon 
to preside over the happy occasion. 

"e photographs are little-referenced, perhaps 
because they destroy what people would like to 
believe about the story: Welles, the rebellious 
auteur, enlisting Hayworth and her most visible 
asset, her hair, in a war of sorts against Harry 
Cohn, the ever-present villain. However, there 
is no way the haircut was accomplished surrep-
titiously or without Cohn’s knowledge. Maybe 
it is because the style was such a drastic change, 
combined with the ambiguity and messiness 
of the Elsa character—audiences rejected the 
hairstyle and history followed suit. 

My feeling is that Cohn distanced himself, 
allowing the style change to be attributed to 
Welles because of poor box o!ce for !e Lady 
from Shanghai. Welles, for his part, had every 
reason to embrace a decision that made him 
look avant-garde and misunderstood. Only af-
ter the fact would Cohn reflect on the hairstyle 
change with the sorrow of a funeral mourner, 
declaring to Life: “Everybody knows that the 
most beautiful thing about Rita was her hair.”

From Hollywood Hair © E. Hope Bordeaux. Reprinted with the author’s permission. Photo credit: !e Lady from Shanghai 
© 1948, 1975 Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All rights reserved. Courtesy of Columbia Pictures. "is broadside was 
produced in "e Publishing Laboratory at the University of North Carolina Wilmington, on the occasion of the author’s 
thesis reading, 10 November 2011. #


