Bellamy Young’s star rises with “Scandal”
By Avery Thompson


There sure is something about Bellamy Young. For three seasons, she has been the force to be reckoned with as the formidable and brilliant First Lady Mellie Grant on ABC’s latest hit “Scandal.” While Kerry Washington’s character, Olivia Pope, overshadows Grant, “Scandal” viewers across the world buzz about Young, an Asheville native.

The show centers on Pope, who is Washington’s go-to political fixer. She can make anyone’s problems go away, except her own. Olivia is a living and breathing scandal as the lover of President Fitzgerald Grant. Their passionate and intense love affair is like a “Romeo and Juliet” romance meets “The West Wing,” and it is abhorred by Mellie, the deliciously manipulative First Lady who bears the brunt of Fitz’s unrequited love. 
Mellie experiences ups and downs, thrust into the hurricane of Olivia and Fitz’s all-consuming love affair. For her work, Young has been dubbed the “scene-stealer of the week” by The Huffington Post and praised weekly by numerous publications.  

“Bellamy does an incredible job of showing all of Mellie's sides, the scorned wife, the reluctant martyr, the insecure mother and the occasional hilarious drunk,” said Andy Swift, entertainment director of HollywoodLife.com. “If you break it down, Mellie really is one of the most complex characters on the show, and Bellamy tackles the part perfectly.”
Young doesn’t just tackle scenes; she pummels them into the next commercial. She chews up every scene she’s in, and even her shortest lines have often been the show’s best zingers. 

Her performance as Mellie proves there’s truly a thin line between love and hate. One week she has everyone up in arms over Mellie’s latest scheme, and the next, viewers are applauding her character’s unforgettable monologues. 

Young’s character is so interwoven into the fast-paced, multi-layered melodrama that it’s hard to believe her character was only supposed to be on for a three-episode arc.
“I was trying so hard to look grateful and happy because she [Shonda Rhimes] was really excited about what she was telling me [about Mellie’s arc], but my heart went through the floor because I wanted to stay a part of it all.”

And stay she did. Young was made a series regular in season two and cemented herself as the core foil to the forbidden love story between Pope and President Grant.
“In season one, she was a plot obstacle given human form,” said Ryan McGee, a freelance television critic. “But starting in season two, the writers started shading in her and Jeff Perry's Cyrus Beene in ways that gave the characters dimension. They, alongside the central pair of Olivia and Fitz, have the capacity for as much good as bad, as much caring as spite, and that variety of emotions is recognizable by the viewers. It's not so much that they sympathize with Mellie, so much as empathize with her.”
Yet, it wasn’t until the third season in Young’s unhinged moment of vulnerability as “drunk Mellie” on the political thriller that viewers everywhere began to understand the incredible facets of Mellie and her portrayer. In the scene, drunken words are sober thoughts as Mellie celebrates the fact that the president’s mistress was not killed in a Capitol Hill explosion. 
Mellie’s southern roots seeped out as she sipped on her daddy’s hooch, and Young’s own colloquial drawl attached itself to Mellie’s words. 
Despite their many differences, Bellamy and her fierce alter ego have more than just the South in common.
“I think really the focus of sameness for me and Mellie is loyalty,” Young said. “We’re both very loyal. She is much fiercer. There has a ferocity to her devotion that can be aggressive and caustic, but my devotion is much, much softer and quieter but no less ardent.”

Young values her humble beginnings and her mother’s care. As an Asheville native, the 43-year-old fondly recalls childhood trips to Linville Falls and picnics off the Blue Ridge Parkway. Even though she has found success outside of the Tar Heel state and her home is in Pasadena, California, Young’s heart is always in Asheville. 
“When you’re a kid you fight to go out and see the world, but now that I’ve been lucky enough to see it, Asheville’s just the best place in the world,” Young said. 

Her first love within the entertainment world was singing, but she found herself drawn to the acting realm. Acting’s magnetism followed her to Yale University where she studied English and theater. She has graced stages on Broadway and the silver screen, but Mellie Grant is her longest and most successful role to date. 
Unlike her character who gave up everything for her husband’s political future, Young never leaves her past in the dust. 

“I don’t for a minute think I’ve left North Carolina behind,” she said. ”I might have departed the state for a moment, but North Carolina is always with me.” 
Young is a Southern woman through and through. You can hear it in her voice, her idioms – “bless their hearts” is a common phrase – and her essence. She stays grounded in her North Carolina upbringing and values the simple principles on which she was raised. 
She cites “Scandal” as the biggest blessing and is grateful for the opportunity to play such a complex character. And yet, it’s the “Scandal” audience who is grateful for Young. On Thursday nights, Twitter is blazoned with Mellie hashtags. The newest one? “BellEMMY.” 

It’s Young’s incredible performances, ranging from heartbreaking naiveté to harsh verbal beat downs, that make Mellie such a layered character. Young’s portrayal of Mellie is such a tour de force that you can’t fathom “Scandal” without her. 
Even when the scripts reach her hands, as incredibly nuanced as the scripts are, Young acknowledges a “seamless oneness” between her and Mellie. “Your life, your body, your history are your instruments and you give yourself to a role like this.”
And Young plays Mellie like an expert pianist, with such fervor and intensity, that it seems real and personal. Still, Young knows every symphony comes to an end, and it’s important to live in her spectacular moment. 

“I’m 43 now and so unbelievably grateful for the moment I find myself in, but they are only moments,” Young said. “They come and they go, so that’s more reason to enjoy them while they are here.”

However, Young’s remarkable presence both on-screen and off is a sure-fire confirmation that her moment won’t be fading anytime soon. 
Young speaks of her gratitude, “I love what I do. I love every second of what I do. It feels like the biggest blessing in the world. Every aspect of every minute of it I just adore. I’m so grateful to my mom, the person who started me on this path and then let it become mine.”
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