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Comedy and the Restoration of Order

Context

Frank Capra and Columbia

It Happened One Night opened in New York in February 1934 to satis-

factory but unremarkable business and moderate reviews. The story,

said Variety, was "thin and frequently illogical," but it had "that intan-

gible quality of charm which arises fn.iin ii -imooth blending of the var-

ious ingredients." When the movie reached the second-run theaters in

America's smaller towns and suburbs, however, it began to draw an

almost unprecedented attendance. It was often held over for two

weeks or longer and called back for repeat bookings. By the end of the

year, it had become its studio's most successful picture to date and the

fifth-highest-grossing movie of the year, a remarkable achievement

given Columbia's distribution practices and limited access to the

country's most profitable first-run theaters. It had also garnered the

critical acclaim that led to its clean sweep of all four major Academy

Awards in March 1935. Most contemporary reviewers, however, re-

mained puzzled by the movie's success: as William Troy wrote in the

Nation, "the wholly spontaneous response with which the picture was

received could be traced to no novelty or originality in its component

elements" (301).

It Happened One Night's extraordinary commercial success gave rise

to a number of anecdotes about its influence on the public. Oddly, the

st enduring of these has been the story that the sales of men's un-

shirts declined drastically after audiences discovered that dark

ble did not wear one in the movie's first bedroom scene. This is, of

jprse, a piece of nonsense invented by a Hollywood publicity agent,

fit has entered the critical folklore of the movies because it tells a

yenient fiction about the relationship between movies and their
audiences, and because it fulfills our cultural expectations that the his-

tory of entertainment must itself be entertaining.

In some respects, the two principal claims made for It Happened

One Night's significance in film history resemble this story by over-

emphasizing its originality and influence. The movie is commonly

credited with inaugurating a new type of screen comedy, usually iden-

tified as "screwball" comedy, and with transforming Frank Capra into

"the World's Foremost Director," a star whose "name above the title"

of a movie would add to its box-office attraction. As the founding

president of the Directors Guild of America, he promoted his "one

man, one film" theory of movie production, a position later echoed by

auteur theory's claim that individual creativity and "the distinguish-

able personality of the director" was the source of aesthetic value in

Hollywood (Sarris, American Cinema 31). The success of Mr. Deeds Goes

to Town (1936), You Can't Take It with You (1938), and Mr. Smith Goes to

Washington (1939) allowed Capra to claim authorial control over the

movies he directed and gave rise to the term "Capraesque" as a de-

scription of the sentimental expression of traditional American ideals.

In his autobiography, Capra recounts a fantastic story about being

visited, after the success of It Happened One Night, by a "little man"

who admonished him to use his talents for higher purposes (176). His

biographer, Joseph McBride, believes that Capra was motivated by

feelings of insecurity at his success, but whatever the explanation,

after 1935 Capra's movies combined messages about the triumph of

virtue over oppression with their entertainment values. His subse-

quent movies at Columbia confirmed his reputation for produc-

ing pictures that succeeded in pleasing critics, the industry, and the

picture-going public in equal measure. His reputation did not, how-

ever, endure beyond the 1930s. Although It's a Wonderful Life (1946)

has become an American Christmas holiday institution since the

1980s, it was not a success on first release, and Capra's career declined

steadily until his retirement in 1966. Suspicious of the sentimental

populism—the "Capra-com"—of his most successful movies, au-

teurist critics gave Capra scant attention, and his most successful

movies are now most often discussed either as examples of screwball

comedy or as symptoms of their cultural moment.

Caprn \vns, however, a prolific director of his studio's A-features

before It Ha^h'ned One Night, already regarded as "one of Hollywood's
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best" (Balio 80), and a central figure in the elevation of Columbia

Pictures to the ranks of the major companies. The overwhelming

majority of Columbia's product were B pictures and "programmers,"

designed to fit either half of a double bill in neighborhood and small-

•iwn theaters. As the studio's principal director of its few bi^-budget

rnovu^ Opi\i h.nl a uniquely influential position at Columbia from

the early 193Us, and after The Bitter Tea of General Yen (1933) was chosen

to open RKO's flagship Radio City Music Hall theater in New York in

December 1932, all his movies received celebrity treatment. After the

success of It Happened One Ni^ht, Columbia concentrated its A-feature

production on comedies such as Theodora Goes Wild (1936) and The

Awful Truth (1937), as well as Capra's self-consciously inspirational

"fantasies of goodwill."

Screwball Comedy

Comedy usually moves toward a happy ending, and the nor-

mal response of the audience to a happy ending is "this should

be," whii'h sounds like a moral jinl^mfnt. So it is, except that it

is not moi'iil in the restricted sense, but social. Its opposite is

not the villainous, but the absurd. . . . Happy endings do not

impress us as true, but as desirable. (Frye 167,170)

The term "screwball" has its origins in baseball, and was coined

around 1930 by New York Giants pitcher Carl Hubbell, who made

baseball history in the Major League All-Star game in liilv 1^1 bv

striking out six opponents with his screwball pitch. Propelled uno

wider public usage, "screwball" came to mean unbalanced, eccentric,

unpredictable, unconventional, or lunatic. The New Yorter declared it

"forbidden to call any character a nut; you have to call him a screw-

ball" (qtd. in Chapman 374). The term entered the vocabulary of the

movies in reviews of the 1936 comedy My Man Godfrci/. Variety re-

ported that Carole Lombard "has played screwball dames before, but

none so screwy as this one. From start to finish, with no letdowns or

lapses into quiet sanity, she needs onlv a resin bag to be a female Rube

Waddell [a pitcher for the Philadelphia Athletics]" (qtd. in Balio 276).

Two years later, however. Variety announced that there was "a very

definite trend away from screwball comedies," after overproduction

had exhausted audience demand (qtd. in Balio 268).
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For the industry, screwball comedy represented a typical produc-

tion cycle, in which the ingredients of a successful movie were canni-

balized and reiterated in a series of imitations until the formula's

commercial energy ran out. Such cycles were central to the major com-

panies' organization of their annual production schedules, providing

templates into which other staple ingredients, such as star personas

and romance plots, could be fitted. It Happened One Night's sparring

lovers provided one key element for screwball comedy; others came

from Carole Lombard's "dizzy" performance in Columbia's critically

acclaimed but commercially unsuccessful Twentieth Century and the

playful representation of marriage in MGM's The Thin Man, both re-

leased later in 1934. At the time of its release, however, none of It Hap-

pened One Night's ingredients appeared particularly new. As Variety's

review quite accurately noted, the movie "starts out to be another

long-distance bus story" (a brief and not particularly successful cycle

initiated the previous year by MGM's Fugitive Lovers and Urdversal's

Cross Country Crn/^'V but fortunately recognized that "the best way to

do a bus story is to make them get out and walk."

As a style, screwball combined a verbally witty high comedy of

manners and a low comedy of pratfalls, slapstick, and physical vio-

lence. These were the first movie comedies "in which sexually attrac-

tive, sophisticated stars indulged in their own slapstick instead of

delegating it to their inferiors" (Sikov 177). The cycle's essential charac-

ter was the "screwball dame," played by "exuberant, middle-class, all-

American types" (Sarris, Yo» Ain't Heard Nothin' 97) such as Carole

Lombard, Irene Dunne, Margaret Sullavan, or Myma Loy, who had es-

tablished their reputations in drama but were willing to engage in an

often quite violent physical comedy. Unusually, the screwball cycle was

predominantly the product of only three studios. Paramount, MGM,

and Columbia; the contract-star roster at both Warner Bros. and 20th

Century-Fox seemed unsuited to the tone and upper-class settings of

the cycle, while RKO's contributions relied heavily on Ginger Rogers.

Like most movie genres, however, screwball comedy has been de-

nned retrospectively by critics seeking to classify Hollywood's output,

rather than by the industry itself. As a description of a group of

movies, the term had little currency outside Variety's colorful prose,

but it began to acquire critical status a decade later, when Richard

Griffith used the term to describe their
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new image of courtship and marriage ... with man and wife

no longer expecting ecstatic bliss, but treating the daily experi-

ence of living as a crazy adventure sufficient to itself. And if

what went on in these private worlds was mostly nonsense,

what sense could be found in the great world outside, where

economic crisis and the threat of approaching war barred all

the conventional roads to achievement and happiness? (Grif-

fith and Mayer 324)

Subsequent critical accounts have emphasized the movies' plot pat-

tern, in which iin initially antagonistic couple discover or rediscover

romance through a sequence of combative verbal and physical ex-

changes, until they reconcile the sexual and ideological tensions that

separate them.

In Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop Frye proposes that in most comedy,

what normally happens is that a \ oun^ man \\ •iinh a young

woman, that his desire is resisted by some opposition, usually

paternal, and that near the end of the play some twist in the

plot enables the hero to have his will.... The device in the plot

that brings hero and heroine together causes a new society to

crystallize around the hero. (163)

What differentiated screwball comedy from other versions of romantic

comedy was that the obstacle to the couple's successful romance was

provided not by an external agent but by their own mutual hostility. The

dwracteristic screwball-comedv plot was constructed around the clash

of incompatible personalities and values, and much of screwball's en-

ergy comes from the escalating and apparently irresolvable conflict be-

tween its incompatible romantic couple. This conflict, however, takes

place within the conventions of romance, of comedy, of classical Holly-

wood cinema's profound commitment to the creation of the couple, and

of the social conventions of moviegoing, all of which ensure that the

promise in a movie's advertising—"Together for the first time! dark

Gable and Claudette Colbert in It Happened One Night"—will be fulfilled

by the final scene. The screwball plot, like the plots of all romantic come-

dies, exists to delay the moment of that fulfillment for the duration of the

movie. As Eugene Vale explains in The Technique of Screenplay Writing:

221

If a man and a woman with perfect affinity and no obvious dif-

ficulties meet each other, the're is no doubt that they will attain

their goal.. .. All love scenes in between are without any inter-

est. In order to show these love scenes, we must give the spec-

tator a knowledge of some difficulties to prevent him from

concluding to the goal. (154)

Movies consistently erect insuperable obstacles to the fulfillment of

their protagonists' desires, and then engineer an implausibly "happy

ending" that could, as they say, "only happen in the movies." One of

the most fundamental sources of the pleasure that movies offer their

audiences is the demonstration of their magical power to fulfill their

impossible promise by resolving the incompatibilities and paradoxes

around which they construct their plots. This is, of course, also the

principal occasion of their unreality, the "escapism" of which they are

so conventionally accused. If Hollywood's movies lie to us, they do so

most often by teaching us that nothing is so emotionally satisfying as

the reconciliation of irresolvable contradictions. In It Happened One

Night, the formation of the couple also brings about the apparent

"merging of cultural values once defined as mutually exclusive" (Alt-

man 144-^5). As Thomas Schatz has argued, this resolution can be un-

derstood in ideological terms, as suggesting "that if the working-class

stiff and the spoiled heiress can overcome their iJi nli ^,ical disparity

and finally embrace, then we should not lose faith in the traditional

American ideal of a classless Utopian society" (152). Describing J(

Happened One Night as a "Depression romantic comedy," Elizabeth

Kendall suggests that "it pictured the Depression as an event that

taught a lesson about love. It portrayed that love as self-redefinition,

coming out of hardship, leading to reconciliation. It implied, by

metaphoric association, that the recent, nightmarish Hoover years had

been good for the national character" (54). A contemporary critic, on

the other hand, decried the unconvincing wish fulfillment of It

Happened One Night's suggestion that "if you stepped up to a grumpy

plutocrat... bawled him out, told him his daughter was a spoiled brat,

he'd at once grow enamored of you and you'd come into his millionsf'

(Kauffmann with Henstell 335).

The increasingly fantastic and arbitrary happy endings of Capra's

later 1930s movies incurred more intense criticism, for absolving their
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audiences from realistic thinking about the forces which governed

their lives" (Griffith 452). But that wiis not, argued screenwriter

Frances Marion in 1937, what "the average mythical audience"

wanted to do at the movies. Instead,

it wants to have its emotions aroused ... it wants something

that will pleasantly excite it, amuse it, wring it with suspense,

fill it with self-approval, or even arouse its indignation; . . .

above all things, it wants to be "sent home happy." . . . Some-

thing approaching the ideal life is what this audience prefers to

see, rather than life as it actually knows it. ... It seems not so

interested in having situations logical, or even possible, as it is

in having its pleasurable emotions aroused. (26-27)

As a way of describing the relationship between our mundane reali-

ties and the heightened realms of experience made available to us by

Hollywood, "escapism" hides complexity under an apparently simple

ti rm. In examining what satisfactions entertainment offers its audi-

ence, Richard Dyer has suggested that the appeal of what is usually

called "escapism" is better understood as "Utopian." He argues that

the movies provide a utopianism of the feelings, "what Utopia would

feel like, rather than how it is organized" (5). Hollywood's version of

entertainment allows its audiences' more intense, more emotional,

less inhibited, less restrained selves to escape into a revised, Utopian

version of their everyday world, where issues are clearer, emotions

more intense, and problems solved at little cost. Tina Olsin Lent has

suggested that screwball comedies provided their female viewers

with an escape "to a world that did not seem so remote and unattain-

able," since their heroines shared their objectives of finding "an emo-

tionally satisfying, sexually exciting, physically compatible, run-filled

love-companionship" (331).

As is the case with almost all of Hollywood's genres, not all critics

agree on their definitions, their chronological boundaries, or the inter-

pretation of their cultural significance. Historian Robert Sklar places

these movies in a generic tradition of "genteel romance," which had

been a staple of popular magazine literature throughout the 1920s in

stories that "provided reassurance that women's new freedoms—and

particularly the possibility of sexual license that great wealth conferred
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on voung women—could be safely controlled within the bounds of

middle-class male imagination" (41). In Kathleen Rowe's harsh judg-

ment, the fact that the outcome is predetermined—that the romnna'

has to end happily with the overcoming of obstacles leading to the for-

mation of the couple—means that Jt Happened One Night tells a "story

of masculine victory which patriarchy writes as comedy.... Romantic

comedy tolerates, and even encourages, its heroine's short-lived i i^bi'l-

Uon because that rebellion ultim.-itr'v srnv^ tb" interest of the hero"

(47). By contrast, Stanley Cavell hiii produced an alternate description

of an overlapping genre he identities as the "comedy of remarriage...

an inheritor of the preoccupations and discoveries of Shakespearean

romantic comedy," in which "an essential goal of the narrative is the

education of the woman, where her education turns out to mean her

acknowledgment of her desire, and . . . her creation ... as an au-

tonomous human being" (1, 84). In contradiction to Rowe, Cavell

views screwball as a Utopian "comedy of (,'auality" (82). Building on

Cavell's argument that the genre requires "the creation of a new

woman" (82), Maria DiBattista interprets screwball's "odd-couple" ro-

mances as an empowering comedy of female self-articulation in which

the central character, the "fast-talking dame," is in revolt against the

very genteel traditions that Robert Sklar sees them endorsing (x).

These contradictory critical positions suggest, at the least, that It

Happened One Night is open to considerable flexibility in interpretation.

Somewhat against these critics' own arguments, their varying formula-

tions of screwball comedy also illustrate that Hollywood is best under-

stood as a generic cinema rather than a cinema of discrete genres.

Critics have often exaggerated the extent to which the industry con-

ceived its product in terms of genres. Rather than establishing a num-

ber of discrete product categories, Hollywood sought to categorize its

audiences, and then aimed to produce products that would appeal ei-

ther to or across the demographic grouping of its audience classifica-

tion (Maltby, "Sticks, Hicks and Flaps" 25). Hollywood movies are best

understood as aggregations of familiar parts; their individuality is to

be found in their particular combination of standardized, interchange-

able elements. Romance and comedy, both staple ingredients of Holly-

wood's output, have been combined in a variety of ways throughout

Hollywood's history. Comedies of remarriage did not, as Stanley

Cavell suggests, emerge "full-blown" in the mid-1930s (27). Charles
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Musser, for example, has demonstrated persuasn 'ely that the comedy

of remarriage was invented in the late 1910s, with Cecil B. deMi lie's

Old Wives for Nea' (I1'IS) and Don't Change Your Husband (1919), and

formed part of a developing public discourse about divorce and the

idea of "companionate marriage" in the 1920s (303, 313).

In locating the obstacle to the lovers' union in their mutual antago-

nism, the screwball plot further borrowed from the "fairy-tale" musi-

cal of the early 1930s, itself an Americanization of European operettas.

Rick Altman has noted that like romantic comedies, the fairy-tale mu-

sical developed away from an overt emphasis on the sexual implica-

tions of courtship evident in Ernst Lubitsch's The Love Parade (1929) or

Our Hour witii You (1932). Instead, the rituals of courtship were en-

acted "through antagonistic dialogue and especially through the char-

acteristic plot construction whereby sexual energy is transmuted in ID

quarreling and the progression of romantic attachment is made, para-

doxically, to parallel the intensification of the conflict between the two

would-be lovers" (168).

New variations on established forms created new opportunities,

particularly for performers. Successful performance styles, such as the

"fast-talking dame' persisted as ingredients in movies after the cycle

in which they had originated had lost its audience appeal: Colbert,

Katharine Hepbum, and Ginger Rogers continued to play variations

on their versions of the "screwball dame" into the 1940s and beyond,

for example. Screwball's generic elements can, therefore, be found in

movies released long after Variety declared the cycle dead.

The Production Code

Here we ha\ e dll these beautiful people with nothing to do. Let

us invent some substitutes for sex. (Sams, You Ain't Heard

Nothin'95)

Most critics explain the emergence of screwball comedy in the mid-

1950s as a consequence of the Motion Picture Production Code's re-

•nctions on the explicit representation of sex. Andrew Sarris describes

^•ewball as "a self-contradictory genre, the sex comedy without sex"

^rou Ain't Heard Nothin' 97). Since an overt representation of •^•\iii-il de-

,sire was unacceptable under the Code, it had to be displaced onto the

•ftutual antagonism of the Central couple, and screwball's physical
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comedy allowed characters to touch each other without expressing de-

sire. Indeed, screwball is one of the rare in^nies in which critics at-

tach some aesthetically beneficial effect to CL'n.sin -ship. Ed Sikov argues

that screwball is defined by "the palpable clash between what can be

done and what cannot be said.... The high wit and airy grace of screw-

ball comedy wouldn't have been possible without enforced sublima-

tion, an across-the-board refusal to deal with sex in a direct manner"

(43,128).

The implementation of the Production Code certainly had a deter-

mining influence on the form and structure of the screwball cycle, but

in a rather more complex manner than is usually suggested. One of

the great myths of American movie history is that the Production

Code was not effectively enforced between 1930 and 1934. Despite a

substantial body of careful historical research clearly establish i n -1; tho

error of this claim, it continues to be widely reproduced because, like

the story of dark Gable's missing undershirt, it tells a convenient fic-

tion about Hollywood history. In Hollywood, history is first of all a

production value, and its requirement to be entertaining is much more

compelling than anv obligation to be accurate. The mvth of an unre-

strained "pre-Code cinema" in the early 1930s maintains the commer-

cial value of the movies it identifies as subversive or challenging to

traditional values, most obviously in their circulation in seasons of

"Forbidden Hollywood" on cable television.

The differences between movies made in the early 1930s and those

made later in the decade are undeniable, but the change was gradual

rather than cataclysmic. The Code is best understood as a system of

conventions, similar to the generic conventions of romantic comedy or

action movies. Such conventions evolve over time, and the early 1930s

can most accurately be seen as a period in which the Code's conven-

tions of representation, particularly its representation of sex and

violence, were developed through a process of negotiation, experimen-

tation, and expediency. The later 1930s saw the largely successful oper-

ation of these conventions in, for instance, the highly sophisticated

"innocence" of the discourse on sexuality in the screwball comedies or

Astaire-Rogers musicals, in which onlv the characters remained

innocent of the suggest! veness that typicJily underpinned their social

relations. Central to the Code's conventions was what Ruth Vasey has

called "the principle of deniability," a particular kind of ambiguity that
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shifted the responsibility for determining the content and meaning of a

movie n\\\i\ from the producer to the individual spectator (107).

Silent cinema wa^i inherently flexible, since one of its major compo-

nents, sound, could be varied at each performance. The Production

Code was the industry's principal means of retaining the interpreta-

tive flexibility of silent cinema within the constraints of a technologi-

cally and materially much more inflexible medium. At the same time,

the Code also represented the industry's reluctant acceptance of its re-

sponsibility for the moral well-being of its audiences. Its practical im-

plementation was, however, a complex matter, in\ -oh 'in'.^ extensive

negotiation over procedure, enforcement, and interpretiition at the

level of textual detail. Its conventions were developed during a period

of intense public debate about the moral effects of the movies, and on

a number of occasions during the early 1930s—in September 1931,

March 1933, and in the first half of 1934—the industry responded to

public concern by increasing the stringency with which the Code was

enforced. Rather than perpetuating a false distinction between movies

produced before 1934 and those produced after, a more necurate his-

tory of the Production Code makes it clear that Holly wood's "Golden

Age of Turbulence" (Sklar 175) was a period in which the industry ne-

gotiated a system of representation acceptable to the cultural authori-

ties to which it deferred.

On the one hand, the Production Code strove to eliminate any

moral ambiguity in a movie's narrative progression through the rigid

imposition of a deterministic plotline, ascribing every character a posi-

tion on a fixed moral spectrum. At the same time, however, movies

constructed strategies of ambiguity around the details of action that

they were not permitted to present explicitly. What could not be

shown was graphic, explicit, unambiguous, unmistakable sexual be-

havior. Instead, what could be shown was mistakable sexual behavior,

the presence of which could always be denied. The rules of both con-

duct and representation under these conditions were most cogently

articulated by F. Scott Fitzgerald's Monroe Stahr, in The Last Tycoon,

explaining to his scriptwriters how the audience is to understand their

heroine's motivation:

At all times, at all moments when she is on the screen in our

sight, she wants to sleep with Ken Willard. . . . Whatever she
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does, it is in place of sleeping with Ken Willard. If she walks

down the street she is walking to sleep with Ken Willard, if she

eats her food it is to give her enough strength to sleep with Ken

Willard. But at no time do you give the impression that she

would even consider sleeping with Ken Willard unless they

were properly sanctified. (51-52; episode 9)

To achieve this effect, Hollywood manufactured a product that would

allow "sophisticated" viewers to read whatever they liked into a for-

mally "innocent" movie, so long as the producers could use the ma-

chinery of the Production Code to deny that the sophisticated

interpretation had been put there in the first place. So long as the story

remained comprehensible at the "innocent" level, innocence was

protected, because "innocent" viewers were not educated into sophis-

tication by being forced into some half-understood suggestive inter-

pretation. On the other hand, a "sophisticated" audience could readily

find hidden, "subversive," or "repressed" meanings in almost any

movie by supplying "from its own imagination the specific acts of so-

called misconduct which the Production Code has made unmention-

able" (Harold J. Salemson, qtd. in Inglis 183). Much of the work of

self-regulation in the 1930s and 1940s lay in the maintenance of this

system of conventions, which operated, however perversely, as an en-

abling mechanism at the same time that it was a repressive one. As

Production Code Administration director Joseph Breen persistently

argued, the Production Code was not so much a system of censorship

as an alternative to one: a system by which censurable content could

be coded and codified so as to avoid censorship.

Analysis

dark Gable and the Restoration of Order

The demands for movie reform in the early 1930s were themselves

part of a broader reaffirmation of traditional values at a moment of

economic and cultural crisis, focused primarily on a fear that the fam-

ily unit was in danger of disintegrating. Civic and religious groups

concerned about the moral effects of the movies found cause for anxi-

ety in Hollywood's representations of gangsters, "fallen women," and

"prodigal daughters." In response, the studios sought new generic
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variations, in a series of attempts to fulfill the impossible promise of

representing the crisis of American capitalism entertainingly, but as

often as not, these variations exacerbated the problem they sought to

address. Casting desirable stars as social outcasts denied audiences

the satisfaction of seeing an attractive character achieve a socially ac-

ceptable and emotionally rewarding resolution, because the Code in-

sisted that wrongdoing must be shown to result in suffering and

punishment. Female-centered melodramas such as Blonde Venus

(1932) and Babi/ Face (1933) became ever more convoluted in their at-

tempts to achieve resolution, and initial attempts at displacing the for-

mula into comedy, such as MGM's Red-Headed Woman (1932),

provoked even larger torrents of criticism. As one writer complained,

"our most competent stars are guilty of endowing unchastity with

glamour" (Donnelly 85-86).

Men fared little better. Few successful businessmen and few suc-

cessful fathers appeared in movies during the worst years of the De-

pression; movie gangsters, for example, invariably came from families

without a father. It was almost as difficult to find a genteel romantic

hero. The passionate, melodramatic male sexuality of Rudolph

Valentine and John Gilbert proved vulnerable to the dictates of a

sound cinema intolerant of its feminization of the male as erotic object.

A 1932 fan magazine article complained that "the feminine public is

wearying of rather pretty and too polished young men" in "drawing

room" comedies and dramas borrowed from Broadway (Baldwin 46),

but few acceptable alternatives emerged. The three top male box-office

stars of the early 1930s were comedians Will Rogers, Eddie Cantor,

and the plug-ugly Wallace Beery. Wamer's urban ethnics—James

Cagney, Paul Muni, Edward G. Robinson—were seldom more than

peripheral romantic leads.

Images of aggressive male sexuality were' at least as troubling to

the media as images of aggressive female sexuality, and dark Gable

was criticized as "a menace to morals" for his overt expressions of a

sexuality tainted with a disturbing brutality. One fan magazine article

declared that "the characters which he plays today would have been

repugnant a few years ago" (Quirk 278). Another observed that on the

screen, while Gable might appear to "adore the current heroine to the

point of madness, he might also, if sufficiently exasperated, give her a

very good beating—and get away with it" (Baldwin 48). His handling
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of Norma Shearer in A Free Soul (1931), for example, was comparable

with James Ca^nrx 's now more celebrated treatment of Mae Clarke

in The Public Enemy (1931). Although this performance had been

commercially successful in movies like Red Dust (1932), such a public

image became increasingly untenable as censorship pressures

mounted, and MGM experimented with Gable's persona in a series of

movies in 1933. The studio's willingness to see him cast in a romantic

comedy at another company's risk fitted with this experimentation,

It Happened One Night is a movie produced at the moment of the

restoration of order. By late 1933 the worst of the slump had passed,

and with it the fear of immediate social and political collapse. The

slight signs of optimism in the economy in the summer of 1933 indi-

cated that the Depression might have "bottomed out": theater receipts

began to pick up in the fall of 1933, and the improvement was moi'i.'

marked in neighborhood and outlying theaters than in the downto\\ n

first-run houses. Although the public crisis over movie censorship

was yet to be staged, the industry's internal mechanisms for the self-

regulation of movie content were already fully operational. It Hap-

pened One Ni^Jit \\ -,is a product ideally suited to these conditions. For

at least two years nonmetropolitan exhibitors had been lobbying

against the "sophisticated," gangster, and "drawing-room" movies, in

favor of what they termed "simple romances" (Aaronson 9). The in-

creasing pressure of the censorship lobbies both inside and outside the

industry and the box-office successes of movies such as Capra's Lady

for a Day (released September 1933) and RKO's Little Women (released

November 1933) endorsed such a shift in content. The Variety review

of It Happened One Night noted, significantly, that it demonstrated that

"a clean story can be funnier than ii dirty one."

According to Capra's autobiography, the success of It Happened One

Night resulted from Myles Connolly's critique of a script draft:

Your leading characters are non-interest-grabbing. People can't

identify with them. Take your girl: a spoiled brat, a rich

heiress. How many spoiled heiresses do people know? And

how many give a damn what happens to them? . . . Don't let

her be a brat because she's an heiress, but because she's bored

with being an heiress. More sympathetic. And the man. Forget

that panty-waist painter. Make him a guy we all know and
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like. Maybe a tough, crusading reporter—i\t outs with his pig-

headed editor. Moi\- sympathetic. And when he meets the

spoiled heiress—well, it's The Taming of the Shrew. But the

shrew must be worth taming, and the guv that tames her must

be one of us. (Qtd. in Capra 164)

Jt Happened One Night inverts the class affiliations of hero and heroine

from the pattern that had dominated the "kept woman" cycle: unlike

Red-Headed Woman or Baby Face, It Happened One Night is a romance

across class lines in which the heroine is upper class and the hero is

middle to working class. The entire emphasis of the story changes as

a result, permitting the shift from melodrama to comedy. Where the

lower-class heroine can only demonstrate her worth by sacrifice, and

thus becomes the victim of the plot, the lower-class hero demon-

stft-iti^ his worth b\ ci\ rrcoming class obstacles to the romance. Frye

proposi's that "the theme of the comic is the integration of society,

which u.-,Lkil]\' takes the form of integrating a central character into it"

(43). In It Happened One Night, the character integrated into society is

not, as might be conventional, the hero, Peter (dark Gable), but the

heroine, Ellie (Claudette Colbert). Peter is not in rebellion against so-

ciety; he wishes to restore order; and as Kathleen Rowe suggests, the

movie describes, quite overtly, the containment of the heroine under

patriarchy.

The movie opens with Ellie's defiance of her father (Walter Con-

nolly)—a defiance staged over her fitness to marry, that is, her fitness

to enter the world of adult sexuality, and the fitness of her choice of a

patriarchal replacement. We see a newspaper headline reading, "Ellen

Andrews Escapes Father." Initially, she wants to replace her father

with i\ bad king. King Westley (Jameson Thomas), the "high-flying"

autogiro pilot who might have been the hero of a drawing-room ro-

mance. The course of tin' nun 'k' will ensure that she marries the good

king, the people's king. Gable.' Before she can enter into the world of

adult sexuality, however, she must be reduced to the condition of a

child by Peter, and brought up again—reeducated—to assume her

'In his first scene, after his telephone argument with Iii^ i Jiinr, Peter is cheered by

the crowd, who call him the "King." In 1937, Gable was declared the "King" of the

movies in a fan magazine poll, and the title remained his conventional nickname.
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proper, married place as property. In their first encounter on the bus,

Peter claims his right of possession over her: "that which you are sit-

ting on is mine." Having taken possession of her ticket, he again

claims possession of her as an act of protection, telling Shapely

(Roscoe Karris) that she is his wife. After this encounter, he reduce;?

her to a state of financial dependence by taking her money from her.

At the first autocamp he once more protects her—this time from her

father's detectives—by again claiming her as his wife. Later, he quite

accurately tells Shapely that he has kidnapped her.

On each occasion that Ellie seeks to assert her independence, she is

punished for it. On the bus, when she leaves Peter's seat, she is first

accosted by the h-'t man, then by Sb.ipdv Tn tne first autocamp, when

she tries to argue with Peter, he thrci.itcnb ncr with the sight of his sex-

uality by undressing; her adult resistance dissolves into a childlike re-

sponse, and she runs away, an action that obliges her to accept Peter's

terms over the "Walls of Jericho." In the hitchhiking scene, she proves,

as she says, that "the limb is mightier than the thumb," but then they

are robbed, and she again liii.-^ ii. I-K' protected by Peter.

On several occasions they enact her childlike dependence on him,

and gradually discover that both of them enjov and desire it. The first

morning on the bus she is shown sleeping with her head on his shoul-

der, clutching his lapel, in lln- pose of a child. Shortly afterward, hi-

tells her, "You're as helpless as a baby." In her conversation with Peter,

she re\\\-il- hk'r inexperience with men, which Peter translates as child-

ishness. I hroughout the movie, Peter constructs the rules of the child-

ish world he has created: what to do with money, how to dunk

doughnuts, what is and is not piggybacking, the Walls of Jericho. In

this world Peter assumes, and learns, the role of the authoritative fa-

ther, to the point of hitting Ellie when she argues with him, repeating

the action of her father that led her to nil i i',v> iiy at the outset. Now that

she has acquiesced in his construction of her, however, she does not

try to escape again. As a vestigial remnant of Gable's earlier persona,

Peter displays a noticeable enthusiasm for doing violence to children.

When Shapely demands half the reward, Peter threatens him with vio-

lence to his children if he tells anyone. Later, he tells Ellie's father that

"what she needs is a guy that will take a sock at her once a day

whether it's coming to her or not. If you'd had half the brains you're

supposed to have, you'd have done it yourself long ago." Peter not
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only disapproves of her father, he usurps his role, expressing patriar-

chal anger whenever Ellie provokes another man's desire. When she

u ants to charm Danker (Alan Hale) into buying her a meal, he threat-

rns to break her neck. The movie successfully contains the explicit vio-

lence of Gable's sexuality within the acceptable bounds of a

reestablished patriarchal family. At the first autocamp when, for the

1\ nefit of her father's detectives, Peter has apparently reduced Ellie to

hysterical tears bv his shouting and threatening to hit her, the camp

owner tells the detectives, "i told you they were a perfectly nice mar-

ried couple."

By the time of the haystack scene, Peter has reduced Ellie to a con-

dition of complete childish dependence on him, but while this solves

"the problem" of female sexuality by rendering Ellie too childlike to

L\-it Peter's carrots,2 it does not address the problem of Peter's own de-

sire, as he realizes when he covers Ellie with his coat in imitation of

the Walls of Jericho. The adult nature of Peter's own behavior remains

in doubt for much of the movie. Like Ellie, he is also at odds with a fa-

ther figure, Joe the editor (Charles C. Wilson). In the hitchhiking scene,

the morning after the hay-field scene, Ellie refuses another carrot, and

Peter responds with a braggadocio display of his prowess: "It's all in

that old thumb, that old thumb never fails . . . keep your eye on that

thumb, baby!" His adolescent attitude to sexual display is rewarded

with failure: no cars stop, and Ellie seizes the opportunity to assert her

independence and sexuality again. It is not until the more dangerous

consequences of that action manifest themselves, when the driver robs

them, that Peter can once again restore his patriarchal authority. On

their last night together, when Ellie is seduced into his adolescent fan-

tasy of escape to a Pacific island, Peter realizes that he must return

from the transient utopia of his own invention to negotiate his rights

ut patriarchal possession.

^"Mv feeling about the carrot is that we have no more use for making its phallic

symbolism explicit than Ellie and Peter would have—I mean at the time she ac-

cepts it in the car, on the way to their third night together. Surely uw do not need to

be told that their relationship has scxiiiil o\ (.'rtones or undercurrents. To discover

this together, and acceptably, is, rather, r\iu tl\ thi.'ir problem. And to suppose that

this comes down to discovering the Ciii ml , -\ mbolism strikes me iis denying the

dimensions of significance I have tran-'J 111 the carrot—its place as a food, un-

cooked, and as a gift, from a father" (Cavell 93).
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From the outset of the movie, Mr. Andrews is the obstacle to Ellie's

romance with Westley. Tlu' audience knows by the movie's casting

that this is the wrong romance, and the plot is occupied with establish-

ing the proper comedic pattern among the characters. First, Peter and

Ellie have to recognize that they are the lovers in this comedy, a

process that occupies most of the movie, reaching its discovery in their

discussion of "escape" on the thir^ ni^ht. The final discovery, how-

ever, takes place when Andrews reeo^ni/'es the virtues of his younger

self in Peter, and thus identifies him as a fitting man to whom he can

hand over possession of his daughter.

The obstacle in the proper romance turns out to be Westley, who

must be expelled from the new society not because he is the rejected

lover, but because he represents the frivolous and dissipated elite,

\vho are clearly identified with the values of the previous decade

through the metaphor of the merry-go-round that goes nowhere.

Peter, on tin' other hand, represents the solid middle-class virtues of a

work ethic, even if his work is the writing of stories, and in this case

the creation of a fantasy that comes true (we are, after all, in Holly-

wood). Peter's middle-class virtues have to do with not accepting or

expecting charity, living within your means, nnd not taking; something

for nothing. These are the bourgeois virtue'^ oi JciilinQ \\ith money,

and it is Peter's attitude to money that convinces Mr. Andrews that he

is a suitable recipient for the other form of property, Ellie.

The remainder of the movie is concerned with Mr. Andrews's

machinations to ensure that his daughter is given to the right man. It

is the presence of this father figure—the role that was absent from the

"sophisticated" plots of the early 1930s—that permits the full restora-

tion of order at the movie's close, when the patriarch permits his

daughter's entry into the realm of adult sexuality through the legal

possession of a suitable substitute for himself.

Conclusion

The contradiction at the heart of It Happened One Night lies in the para-

doxical relationship between its narrative and its performances, and this

in turn explains why the movie typically requires us to maintain two

contradictory ideas at the same time. The narrative enacts the restora-

tion of social order in its establishment of proper, and proprietorial,
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relations between the sexes. This restoration is, however, performed

through Elite's liberation and self-discovery, and on a different level

Brough the liberated and liberating performances of Colbert and Gable.

f Happened One Night provided a set of mechanisms—a plot formula, a

tone of comic banter—that allowed studios to reposition their stars' per-

sonae and liberate the cross-class romance from melodrama: reviews

commented that She Married Her Boss (1935), the next movie Colbert

made for Columbia, "would probably have been handled as a heavy,

tragic domestic treatise with everything sour until the sweet ending"

two years previously, but now it strove to maintain "the happy, easy-

ying mood of It Happened One Night" (qtd. in Dooley 40 and Balio 272).

Gable's performance was even more fundamentally made over.

Capra claimed that If Happened One Ni^lit liberated Gable to "play him-

self: the fun-loving, boyish, attractive, he-man rogue that was the real

Gable" (170), and the movie certainly established his revised persona

as "the American ideal of companionable masculinity appealing to

both men and women" (DiBattista 165). If It Happened One Night's liber-

ated, exuberant performances contradict its narrative, the movie is

under no obligation to resolve this contradiction or to determine how

individual viewrr^ m;w do so. The movie's contented acceptance of its

paradoxes permits the range of contradictory critical interpretations

that have been discussed here; it both expresses its characters' and its

audiences' desires through its performances and represses them

through its containing narrative. That is the hidden reason why Holly-

wood movies have happy endings. The reestablishment of order ren-

ders the viewer's experimentation with expressive behavior a matter

of no consequence, contained as it is within the safe, trivialized space

of entertainment. No matter how vividly we have experienced Holly-

wood's imaginary landscapes and Utopian possibilities, we leave the

theater reminding ourselves that what we have seen is "only a movie."
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