



[image: Book cover of ‘Pre-Code Essentials, Must-See Cinema from Hollywood's Untamed Era 1930-1934’ by Kim Luperi and Danny Reid. The cover features a woman in a silver dress seated on a bed, with a patterned red and black background and the TCM logo at the top.]













[image: Title page of 'Pre-Code Essentials: Must-See Cinema from Hollywood's Untamed Era 1930-1934' by Kim Luperi and Danny Reid. The cover features a black background with bold red and white text, and a logo for Turner Classic Movies in the top left corner, along with a small logo for Running Press at the bottom.]
















Copyright © 2025 by Kim Luperi and Danny Reid


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the authors’ intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the authors’ rights.


Running Press


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.runningpress.com


@Running_Press


First Edition: October 2025


Published by Running Press, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Running Press name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Running Press books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at Special.Markets@hbgusa.com.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Image credits: here, here, here, here, here, and here: Authors’ collection. here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, and here: Association of Motion Picture and Television Producers (AMPTP) records, Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. here, here, and here: Courtesy of the Academy Film Archive. here, here, here, here, and here: Courtesy of Darin Barnes. All other photography courtesy Turner Classic Movies, Inc.


Print book cover and interior design by Susan Van Horn and Sheryl Kober


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Luperi, Kim, author. | Reid, Danny, author.


Title: Pre-code essentials : must-see cinema from Hollywood’s untamed era, 1930-1934 / Kim Luperi and Danny Reid.


Description: First edition. | Philadelphia : Running Press, 2025. | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2025005172 (print) | LCCN 2025005173 (ebook) |


Subjects: LCSH: Motion pictures—United States—History—20th century. | Nineteen thirties.


Classification: LCC PN1993.5.U6 L87 2025 (print) | LCC PN1993.5.U6 (ebook) | DDC 791.43/75097309043—dc23/eng/20250403


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025005172


LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025005173


ISBNs: 979-8-89414-055-1 (paperback), 979-8-89414-057-5 (ebook)


E3-20250905-JV-NF-ORI














To Barbara Stanwyck and all the other dazzling, daring, no-nonsense dames of the world…
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Running Press logo]






















[image: A woman in a satin dress lounges on a bed, with one arm resting on a table. The setting includes a bed with satin sheets and a decorative blanket.]

Clara Bow experiences the highs, lows, and everything in between in Call Her Savage.
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Barbara Stanwyck could play it all—and in this early 1930s photo, she’s leaning sweet.
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Johnny Weissmuller and Maureen O’Sullivan play jungle lovers in Tarzan and His Mate (1934) who have little need for societal norms like clothing or marriage.




















What Is Pre-Code?


“Wait, Tarzan!”


With those famous last words from Jane, Tarzan rips off her evening gown and throws her in the lagoon. What follows is a delicate dance beneath the water as Tarzan’s chiseled body swirls gracefully around Jane’s nude figure. The sequence lasts over a minute, features full-frontal nudity, and doesn’t deny the nature of Tarzan and Jane’s erotic, unmarried relationship.


The year is 1934, and Hollywood has gone off the rails. The signs are everywhere—every boundary that the film industry could push was being shoved, gleefully so, leading to vociferous public outcry and threats of harsh censorship from the federal government. The problem’s not just the nudity in Tarzan and His Mate, nor is it in Queen Christina (1933), where queen-of-the-box-office Greta Garbo kisses a woman on the mouth and bemoans the end of their love affair. It’s not when Gertrude Michael swoons a song about “Sweet Marijuana” to a chorus of half-naked women in Murder at the Vanities (1934). Nor is it even when Ann in Ann Vickers (1933) mourns her abortion after a doomed love affair and reflects solemnly on the decision.


No, these moments aren’t isolated incidents, but a culmination of Hollywood’s most desperate and daring period of filmmaking, the pre-Code era. Limits—political, social, ethical—were getting tested further with each movie released as the studios’ debts piled up and the country’s unemployment numbers skyrocketed. Desperation is the mother of creativity, and the films of this time are bolder, more exciting, and more dynamic than what would come before or after.
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What a tagline!
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Night Nurse (1931) shows as much skin as it does nursing, which Barbara Stanwyck displays here.








Some aspects of pre-Code cinema are easy to define. First, the dates: While some scholars place the era’s origins around 1927 (when sound debuted) or 1929 (when sound had been largely accepted by the industry), our book starts with the adoption of the Motion Picture Production Code on March 31, 1930, and lasts through the full enforcement of the Code in early July 1934. (This is awkward, but we have to get it over with: “Pre-Code” is actually a misnomer, as it is after the Code is adopted but before it is strictly enforced. Don’t worry, there are no quizzes at the end of this book.)


The next piece of the puzzle is the social context. As you might recall from your history classes, during the early 1930s, the world was on fire. The Great Depression turned everything upside down at the end of 1929 and its effects reverberated through the decade; unemployment topped 25 percent in 1932. Frustrated and unpaid veterans marched on Washington and were brutally dispersed by the military. Charles Lindbergh’s baby son was kidnapped and found murdered. And, all the while, the bloody rise of fascism in Germany and Italy was noted by some Americans with reverent awe and glee.


Both the country and Hollywood woke up every day with a sword over their heads, and for the latter, empty theaters to fill. Exhibitors needed product. Audiences needed escapism. How would they provide?


The eight major studios that ran Hollywood in 1930 had seen the explosion of the talkies in 1927—a major investment of money not just in equipment but also the theaters they owned—and now their bottom lines were threatened. All the studios struggled with finances, with only Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) remaining in the black through the decade. While going to the movies was extremely popular in the 1930s—adult women were the biggest purveyors—the Depression created a scarcity. The studios had to work to get their audience in, and they would try anything. Well, sex sells, after all. We know it now, and Hollywood knew it in the 1930s. Nudity would pop up in movies, sometimes subtly—watch the locker room behind John Wayne in Arizona (1931) or Genevieve Tobin gleefully taking a bath in front of her cuckolded husband in Easy to Love (1934). Or even the musical extravaganza from Meet the Baron (1933), “Wearing a Great Big Smile,” where a room full of showering chorines were wearing nothing but.


But beyond just nudity, movies were about sex and love in ways that they hadn’t been before, and they posed real questions about relationships, lust, and meaning. If your family is starving, how much are you willing to sell to keep them afloat, asks The Easiest Way (1931)? How would a glamorous female CEO handle dating, as seen in Female (1933)?


Moving on from sex, how about controversy? Two men sit under a bridge in the pouring rain in Heroes for Sale (1933), wondering if they’re witnessing the end of America. (Not yet, it seemed.) A conservative missionary’s eyes are opened as she falls in love with a man of another race—gasp!—in The Bitter Tea of General Yen (1933). After I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang (1932) brutally depicted how the state of Georgia treats its inmates, the government threatened to kill the director and stars if they ever dare to step foot in their state.


Many films of this period took hard, nuanced looks at modern society—a society that had barely pulled itself out of the trenches, literally and figuratively, after the Great War, only to be pummeled by the Great Depression—and the ways these events affected everyday people.


Thus, we reach pre-Code cinema. Not just based on the date—because there are movies like Little Women (1933) from this time that are as clean as the morning dew—but rather on their content and intent. Overarching everything else, we define pre-Code as more of a spirit, or a vibe, if you will. In this period there existed a freedom and willingness—and in some ways, pressure—to tackle “risky” subjects and present them through a lens that made these pictures more honest, relatable, and yes, even more fun, than audiences had seen before. We used the word pressure because the risk of failure, namely bankruptcy to the studios, was greater than censorship… for a time.


And it took an alliance between politicians, producers, the Catholic Church, and thousands mobilized around the nation to put an end to the “pre-Code” era. Moral groups, crusading in the early twentieth century on issues ranging from winning (most) women the right to vote to the prohibition of alcohol, found fertile ground to fight against the movie business. But their objections were nothing new. In 1915, the Supreme Court proclaimed that motion pictures were not protected by the First Amendment. This set off a chain of events, as at least seven states (Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, Massachusetts, Maryland, Kansas, and Virginia, for starters) and hundreds of cities like Chicago began creating their own censor boards to regulate what could or couldn’t be shown. Some states were strict, while others often accepted what the studios offered with few modifications. The cuts these boards demanded could change a film’s story trajectory or even render a movie entirely unintelligible.


And Hollywood managed to do itself no favors. Scandal after scandal rocked the motion picture community throughout the 1920s, lending newspapers fodder for big headlines and bigger profits. The still-unsolved murder of William Desmond Taylor included scintillating details of Tinseltown drug usage. The trial of Fatty Arbuckle was front-page news as the comedian was accused of raping and essentially “crushing” a woman to death under his girth. Moral crusaders and yellow newspapers made these scandals into a national reckoning and sketched out dark paths for strict federal controls of the motion picture industry.


Of course, the very last thing Hollywood wanted was federal censorship. They needed to act—or at least make it look like they were. And so, in 1922 the industry set up a trade organization, the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA), and installed former Postmaster General Will H. Hays as its head. Hays initiated self-regulation plans for Hollywood, including the inconspicuously titled “Don’ts and Be Carefuls” in 1927, and established the Studio Relations Committee (SRC) to administer the directives. As they did during the late 1920s and after the adoption of the 1930 Code, the SRC reviewed scripts and finished films, doling out recommendations to studios on what material they believed censor boards were apt to cut. But there was nothing forcing studios to listen to the SRC’s suggestions or make changes—and many didn’t.


The censor battles take months and years across cities and states until things come to a head in the spring of 1934. That April, the Catholic Legion of Decency rounded up millions of signatures from devoted followers pledging to condemn distasteful, immoral movies. In May, a cardinal in Philadelphia took to the pulpit in church and directed attendees to boycott all films; box office numbers in the city fell 40 percent. The potential loss of millions of Catholic moviegoers was cataclysmic—and word on the street was that other religious groups were ready to join the fray.


As the crusade ramped up, the studios, absolutely terrified, turned to Joseph Breen. Finally, in July 1934, America’s taming of Hollywood was sealed with the enforcement of a modified version of the 1930 Production Code. No more unwed mothers on the movie screens, and perhaps couples should stick to separate beds going forward. No longer will the villain get away at the end of the picture, nor will the criminals wink at the camera as they drive off with the girl, their pockets overflowing with illegal cash. And gone were movies that challenged the American establishment, as skewering the religious, the rich, and the political class became taboo.


But, before those changes ushered in decades of tamer cinema (with the occasional flashes of brilliance—we’re not here to knock 1942’s Casablanca for Christ’s sake), there was an era where you could witness a movie shake the nation’s foundation. Take the woman sitting on a cat and demanding to know what’s under her, with W. C. Fields chortling back, “Ah, it’s a pussy!” That would be International House (1933)—and that’s not even the craziest moment in that picture.


No matter where we are in life, there are pre-Codes that find sympathy for all the disasters of modern society. Marriage and infidelity, economic depression and hopelessness, gender and racial inequality, and so many more topics are open for surprisingly nuanced and daring exploration. Some readers might also find how remarkably relevant these subjects remain over ninety years later. From the politics of Gabriel Over the White House (1933) and the religious hypocrisy of Rain (1932) to the proud single motherhood of Only Yesterday (1933), the frank authenticity many movies of this era imparted makes them relatable decades later, oftentimes shockingly so. Watching characters face some of the same problems we continue to battle a century later makes one realize how close we are to the past—and how little we’ve learned from it.






[image: Seven individuals stand in a line, each holding a round plate with a coin design. They are wearing various styles of shorts and underwear.]

You’re not just in the money in Gold Diggers of 1933, you’re wearing the money!








This book is written for both pre-Code novices and aficionados. We’ve gathered together fifty of the most representative and notable films of the early 1930s for you to peruse. In addition to summaries and background information, you can also revel in detailed information from each film’s censorship file, if available, from the Production Code Administration (PCA) records housed at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ Margaret Herrick Library. This inside look at correspondence between the studios and SRC, including meticulous notes of material cut by local censor boards, provides fascinating context to the period. You’ll start to see the same censor entities mentioned over and over—those in the US and abroad—which represent the surviving documentation. (Other censor boards did exist, but the edits they made to films were either not reported to the SRC or have not survived in the PCA files.) Not only do these documents open our eyes to the daily, monthly, and yearly struggles Hollywood faced at this time—they also reveal some ways in which the public responded. From serious to funny, confusing to surprising, enlightening to frustrating, the files are vital historical artifacts, and we are proud to share so much content from them with you.
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Joan Blondell, who appeared in over thirty features during the pre-Code era, taking a quick break on the set of Footlight Parade (1933).








We also make it a point to show how relevant elements of these pre-Code pictures remain. Strikingly brazen, authentic stories of sexuality, female agency, class, politics, and beyond were told during this period, a reflection of the reality of the Depression and its effect on Hollywood and America as a whole. The parallels that can be drawn between these tales from the early 1930s and cinema nearly a century later are sometimes as stark and eye-opening as the pictures themselves.


Assembling this list was never easy or even wholly agreed upon at times, and what follows may not be the best movies of the pre-Code era, but they are certainly some of the most emblematic. If you want a taste of the era or a way to prove your bona fides, this is the perfect place to start. And maybe never stop.


—Danny & Kim















GLOSSARY


MOTION PICTURE PRODUCERS AND DISTRIBUTORS OF AMERICA (MPPDA)


Incorporated in March 1922 in New York City, the MPPDA united American movie studios and put at its head Will H. Hays. Hays pushed for self-censorship at the studios and would advocate for “morality” on the screen and help promote the idea of cleaned-up pictures. The MPPDA would be colloquially known as “The Hays Office.”


STUDIO RELATIONS COMMITTEE (SRC)


The SRC was founded in 1927 as the censoring arm of the MPPDA, the intermediary between studios and censor boards tasked with enforcing the Production Code in 1930. Headed by Jason Joy and four colleagues, the SRC responded to scripts with suggestions and comments and previewed prints so they could make further recommendations before films were sent out for exhibition. In the early 1930s, only about 20 percent of movies were being viewed by the SRC. Script comments, often based on feedback they received from local censor boards, were routinely ignored by the studios. The SRC had little influence on the filmmaking process and instead had to spend much of the time trying to help studios avert scandals with their releases, working with censor boards, and advocating for films they had little power to change.


THE MOTION PICTURE PRODUCTION CODE OF 1930


Written in 1930 by Jesuit priest Daniel A. Lord and Catholic layman Martin Quigley, the Production Code (or the “Hays Code”) was a guiding document created as a philosophical treatise to rationalize film censorship. It laid out what could and could not be shown in movies produced in the United States, including sections banning depictions of nudity, sex, miscegenation, profanity, and insults to other countries or races, among other things.


THE CATHOLIC LEGION OF DECENCY


Founded in 1934, the Catholic Legion of Decency was formed primarily to counter “the brazen indecency of [American] cinema.” The Legion would make use of highly publicized boycotts, spread through Sunday sermons at local churches, to pinpoint films that were scandalous or immoral. They would also publish ratings of films, with C being the dreaded “condemned” that could lead local churches to stage protests and picket showings.


PRODUCTION CODE ADMINISTRATION (PCA)


In 1934, with the rise of the Legion and the continued threats of local censor boards, Hays created a new department of the MPPDA, the PCA. Starting in early July 1934, all films had to go through the PCA, from getting script approval to final edits, even for rereleases (the only way for studios to make money on old movies until television became commonplace in the 1950s). Producers who attempted to bypass the PCA were fined and would meet serious problems in the press.


Under the PCA, American films would simplify. Sex would get heavily coded, almost to the point of absurdity, while violence flourished. The attitudes and tastes of Joseph Breen alone shaped the next twenty years of American motion pictures, creating a Hollywood that was often infantilizing. Under Breen’s and Hays’s watch, anti-Nazi sentiment was policed away, and socially conscious filmmaking was forced to the margins.
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MGM knew how to market their stars. This display is for Queen Christina (1933).





















CAST OF CHARACTERS


Will H. Hays: Indiana-born Hays was revered for his folksy charm. He gained regard as the US postmaster general under Warren G. Harding and chaired the Republican National Committee. Taking over as the head of the MPPDA in 1922, he worked to limit the tension between studios and state censorship boards.


Colonel Jason Joy: A former Red Cross secretary, Joy headed the SRC through the fall of 1932, when he left for an executive position at Fox. A few years later, he became director of the studio’s public relations department.


Dr. James Wingate: A former New York state censor, Wingate served as Joy’s replacement. His tenure saw the SRC’s lack of ability to enforce the Production Code come to a head.


Joseph Breen: After working for the SRC through the early 1930s, Breen saw the organization as weak-willed and impotent to stop Hollywood’s excess. Coordinating with the Catholic Legion of Decency and other censorship organizations, he would force the studios to run all the films they produced from July 1934 to 1954 through the new PCA—and by him as the PCA’s head.














A Note About the Selected Films
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Karen Morley is dolled up and ready to go in Scarface (1932). Are you ready? Time to enter the world of pre-Code Hollywood!










The availability and unavailability of movies throughout the last century has shaped what is commonly referred to as film history, altering perceptions of importance and keeping many cinematic gems buried. Some of the films included in this book are classics and widely remembered. Others, at the behest of censors, were locked in studio vaults for decades. Other films still were cut to pieces, only restored recently where possible—and for some of these pictures, it is looking more and more likely that we will never see complete prints of them as originally shown. (The most famous missing film of the time is 1933’s Convention City, a box office hit that hasn’t been seen in public in eight decades. For you completionists, we highly suggest you take up the search for it.)


At the time film histories and canons were written in the 1960s and ’70s, many of the pre-Codes featured here were in incomplete states or unavailable to view. Through the tireless work of archivists, preservationists, programmers, and authors, the genre of pre-Code cinema emerged from the ashes of the past, and, thanks to home video and their own unabashed and unforgettable attitude, they have finally entered common film lexicon with other era-specific “genres” like film noir or New Hollywood.




With that said, of the roughly 1,500 American feature films released between March 1930 and July 1934, hundreds are unavailable for an average viewer to watch, especially legally. The list in this book is not definitive but represents the most famous and the favorites of two die-hard lovers of this era of cinema. We wanted to offer commentary and background on the full process of how these pictures were made and perceived, and how these films, released nearly a century ago, still have things to say that modern movies don’t—or won’t.














THE DIVORCEE




STARRING


Norma Shearer, Chester Morris, Conrad Nagel, and Robert Montgomery


DIRECTED BY


Robert Z. Leonard


RELEASED BY


MGM, April 1930
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Photographed by George Hurrell, Norma Shearer understood the assignment.








Emerging from the bon vivant morality of the 1920s Jazz Age, The Divorcee became the first talkie to capture the energy of the era and carry it to its logical end. Showcasing the controversial concept of divorce, the film blasted onto the screen the life of a woman freed of marriage and taking on all the affairs she can handle with decadence and glee. Norma Shearer’s central performance delivers an electric thrill that pointed toward the wild ride of the pre-Code years soon to come.


The Divorcee introduces Jerry (Shearer) and Ted (Chester Morris), rapturously in love. A sharp-dressing woman with a career of her own, Jerry lives in bliss with Ted until the night of their third anniversary, when she walks in on Ted embracing Janice (Mary Doran) at a party in their own home. Shattered, Jerry ends up evening the score later that night with the accommodating Don (Robert Montgomery). Realizing the deep, emotional consequences of her actions, she bluntly informs Ted that she’s “balanced our accounts.” Though Ted often professed a belief in gender equality, he becomes churlish as Jerry takes a stand for her choices and her future. She divorces him and embarks on a series of flings, exploring the world of a wealthy divorcée as she figures out where her personal happiness lies.


No doubt about it, Jerry put the double standard on blast in The Divorcee, most famously in her explosive speech to Ted after a failed attempt at reconciliation. Almost a century later, the conviction with which she launches her vindication garners nods of acknowledgment and exuberant applause. The woman knows her worth, and she’s not taking her husband back until he knows it, too—and doesn’t forget it. It remains incredibly empowering to witness a woman boldly making her own decisions about her relationships, her standards, and her body; Jerry leverages her agency to do what’s right for her in the moment, a pivotal nod to women’s autonomy that’s just as timely a century later.


Based on the novel Ex-Wife by Ursula Parrott, which was so controversial it was originally published anonymously, The Divorcee’s journey to the big screen also proved contentious. In fact, the novel gained such notoriety that the SRC mandated against using Ex-Wife as the title; heck, they wouldn’t even allow the name of the source novel in the credits! (MGM skirted that order with the phrasing, Based on a novel by Ursula Parrott.) Though Parrott’s second book, which led to the future Shearer vehicle Strangers May Kiss (1931), was published right before The Divorcee debuted, audiences would have clearly known which novel the credit referred to.


“So look for me in the future where the primroses grow. And pack your man’s pride with the rest. And from now on, you’re the only man in the world that my door is closed to!”


—Jerry, the titular divorcée, opting to take the dramatic route out of her marriage


Casting the lead role turned out to be a battle, too. Shearer had to fight to play the part, originally assigned to Joan Crawford. Despite a decade’s worth of star power behind Shearer, her husband, MGM production chief Irving Thalberg, initially balked at her request to take on the role. Seeking to convince him that she could be the sexy and alluring Jerry, Shearer enlisted the aid of photographer George Hurrell. The resulting series of steamy photos proved to Thalberg that she could transform into an uninhibited woman with glamour and sex appeal.


Considering the notoriety of Ex-Wife, which the SRC deemed “wholly unsuitable for picturization,” a close watch was kept on the movie from a censorship angle. MGM promised they’d position Jerry as a woman of high moral character who is in love with her husband and has only one affair, but that’s not what they delivered, which frustrated some in the SRC. However, the script found an ardent supporter in reviewer W. F. Willis. “I want to declare at the very outset, for myself, that I think it is a great story—an important story—one which should be told—one which should be received seriously as a sincere contribution to our mass of moral thought,” he proclaimed. Based on the office’s knowledge of what censor boards were apt to cut, Willis meticulously noted several pages’ worth of lines and situations to alter so as to not unnecessarily “jolt” the censors. Suggestions included toning down the drinking, reframing Jerry’s declaration to Ted that he’s the only man her door is closed to, and deleting the line, “We want to live together! Then why don’t we?”


The Divorcee premiered in April 1930, mere weeks after Hollywood adopted the Production Code. The MPPDA’s Maurice McKenzie expressed his confidence to the Dallas Film Board of Trade that the Code would have “proper effect,” but The Divorcee demonstrated the opposite right off the bat. By September, the N.Y. Telegraph pondered what happened to the Code, commenting that studios promised to abide by the document and “then along came Metro with ‘Divorcee,’ the picture version of ‘Ex-Wife,’ and knocked the code for a row of big figures. Now every picture concern is trying for something sensational and startling.” With its bold, modern story and strong, independent female lead, The Divorcee certainly started a trend—and for four years, there was no looking back.
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Norma Shearer and Chester Morris are still in the honeymoon phase, which is why everyone, including Robert Montgomery, is jealous of them. • Party, drink, dance, repeat.
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In 1940, writer/producer Val Lewton queried the PCA about revisiting The Divorcee. Joseph Breen shut that down fast, reporting that “this office was deluged with protests” when the film debuted and it was “cut into shreds” by censor boards in New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Maryland. While reports from the last three boards are curiously missing from the movie’s PCA file, New York excised about a dozen lines, including a sizable portion of Jerry’s damning “Loose women, great—but not in the home, eh, Ted?” speech. Elsewhere, reaction was mixed; Virginia recorded only one cut, while Alberta and British Columbia rejected the film (though the latter eventually reversed its decision).


Filmed over twenty-two days, The Divorcee was a huge commercial success. While the direction and editing highlighted some of the faults in early-talkie filmmaking, a dynamic, thought-provoking treatment by Zelda Sears and Nick Grinde (with dialogue credited to John Meehan) and Shearer’s dedication to getting the picture right proved to be an explosive combination. Not to mention, the star won the Best Actress Oscar for her performance, and the film was nominated for Outstanding Production.


The door to the pre-Code period was officially opened—and Jerry ran right through. The Divorcee’s success showed Hollywood the power of both women-led pictures and controversy at the box office, which, for the most part, would turn into a recipe for success over the next few years. This, as the reality of the Depression began to sink in across the nation, found the industry at one of its most crucial moments. A wave of imitators would follow The Divorcee, each pushing the boundary of accepted morality further and further until it became unrecognizable. For what was sinful and decadent in 1930 would look like child’s play by 1934.
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Less than four months after the adoption of the Production Code, problems are already brewing, as SRC head Jason Joy bemoans to colleague (and future Oscar-winning screenwriter) Lamar Trotti.




















ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT




STARRING


Lew Ayres and Louis Wolheim


DIRECTED BY


Lewis Milestone


RELEASED BY


Universal, August 1930





More than a dozen years after the end of World War I, the cost of more than eight million dead and twenty million injured still lingered. As much as daily reminders of crippled veterans and lost loved ones reverberated, these sights belied a world that overwhelmingly saw the war as a contest of egos between the masters of Europe that slovenly and eagerly killed their subjects. Many Americans witnessed their soldiers head “over there” in patriotic glory and return, shell-shocked, to a country that had filled their jobs and moved on. With the silent era producing masterpieces like The Big Parade (1925) and Wings (1927), the early sound era, too, saw a slate of strongly pacifist productions that played to audiences’ disgust and frustrations.


The best of these anti-war films was All Quiet on the Western Front. The movie was based on Erich Maria Remarque’s 1928 semi-autobiographical novel of the same name, which was a massive bestseller, moving two and a half million copies within its first eighteen months of publication. The adaptation became a passion project for Carl Laemmle Jr., the production head of Universal Studios. Otherwise known as Junior Laemmle, he had been given the job by his father at the tender age of twenty-one just as sound movies were making their inroads. But rather than sticking with the Western and family fare that had governed Universal’s output to that point, Junior pushed the studio into taking big budget risks. All Quiet was the one that paid off.


The story follows Paul (Lew Ayres), a callow German youth who is enticed to enlist by cheering teachers and big parades. But once Paul reaches the front, his world shrinks into a dirty, rat-infested bunker, where he’s constantly bombarded and forced into untenable battles. Only the guidance of the gruff but experienced Katczinsky (Louis Wolheim) helps Paul and his fellow soldiers retain their dignity. Brief moments of joy, such as spending the night with a beautiful woman while on leave, are countered by the endless days of watching comrades being slowly picked off as the war grinds on.


Returning home after years on the front, Paul voices his frustrations at his old schoolmaster who had so enthralled him, only to be called an unpatriotic coward by the teacher’s newest pupils. After Katczinsky is killed, Paul is devastated and broken as the war slogs slowly to an end—but not before it claims his life.


“We live in the trenches out there. We fight. We try not to be killed; sometimes we are. That’s all.”


—Paul, speaking to a class of students on the glamorous life of a soldier
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All Quiet on the Western Front pulled no punches showing war is hell.








All Quiet on the Western Front was director Lewis Milestone’s second sound feature, and one of the most expansive for the time. It was shot simultaneously as a silent and sound version to accommodate theaters that had yet to make the full conversion to talkies. The sound film stands as the first major picture to capture the inhumane horrors of war—stark, violent, and unremitting, refusing to spare the audience any relief from the grim reality of trench warfare. That was a revelation to viewers: They may have seen harrowing combat scenes before, but they had never heard it. The explosions, the shots, the clamor, the cries, the distress—these auditory notes dispense the movie’s message of universal human suffering like a punch to the gut. Universal utilized nearly two thousand extras in the battle scenes, many of them Great War veterans, including Germans; the actors reported strong camaraderie between the combatants as well as a deadly serious atmosphere that emerged when the mock combat reached full pitch.


The film’s final shot, with Paul’s hand reaching toward a butterfly on the scarred battlefield, was unscripted. The book concludes with Paul in a state of turmoil as the war ends; while the screenwriters attempted to affix a noble death to the character, it didn’t feel right to Laemmle Jr. or Milestone. Cinematographer Karl Freund suggested the moment of reaching for the butterfly to tie into the film’s sense of hope being just out of reach, becoming one of the most iconic endings in cinema history in a silent, futile instant.


With a big price tag attached, Universal had a lot to lose if the film didn’t meet the satisfaction of the SRC. Thankfully, Jason Joy not only approved of the movie, he also attempted to head off any bad publicity by promoting it through a number of civics groups at home and abroad. He wasn’t always successful; for one, the American Legion threatened to picket the picture because of the way it sympathized with Germans.


Most domestic censor objections focused on nudity and implied sexuality. Select local boards derided the scene of Paul and other soldiers swimming in the raw for “unduly exposing themselves.” Censors in Ohio, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and New York also trimmed parts of the sequence where Paul spends the night with a French woman; imagery of their shadows on the wall proved a favorite target. Internationally, Poland outright banned the movie for being too kind to their former occupiers. It was barred in Italy until 1956, France until 1963, and Austria until 1980, fifty years after its release.
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Finally, some action the soldiers can get behind. • Lew Ayres has some feedback for the teacher who persuaded his class to go to war. And it’s not positive.
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Though many of these nations leveled accusations of the film being too sympathetic to the Germans, it was the Nazi Party in Germany that reacted with the most vitriol. Members saw the novel and the movie as an insult to their national honor. Some party members set rats loose in theaters to scare patrons out. Where this didn’t succeed, Nazis picketed the film and started riots inside movie houses at the behest of future Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels.


Despite cuts and bans, the movie brought back nearly three times its cost for Universal and became the first talkie to win the Best Picture Oscar (called Outstanding Production until 1942). The film would be remade twice, in 1979 and 2022, neither time maintaining the same stoic spirit of the original, though the latter picked up four Academy Awards, including Best International Feature and a nomination for Best Picture, proving once again how relatable and relevant the story remains.


Unfortunately, the movie suffered over the intervening decades as foreign politics and domestic moralities dictated its fate. All Quiet was first reissued in the US in 1934, in a version trimmed down from 135 minutes to 90. When Universal wanted to rerelease the film in 1938, the PCA required the studio to delete the majority of the scene in which Paul and the French woman spend the night together. In 1939, after the outbreak of World War II in Europe, another change was made: Newsreel footage was inserted at the beginning and end with a narrator expressing sympathy for the German people and lambasting Nazism. By then, the addition wouldn’t lose Universal any sway with Hitler’s government, which had banned the film in 1933. It wouldn’t be shown again in Germany until 1952.


Almost six decades after its original release, All Quiet on the Western Front was returned to its former glory with the censored footage restored in 1998; that same year, Saving Private Ryan hit theaters, a modern-day classic that director Steven Spielberg claimed was heavily influenced by Milestone’s epic. Nearly a century later, All Quiet on the Western Front remains one of the quintessential American war movies. Brooding and empathetic, it asks the audience to see themselves in their enemies, to look at the ways they are lied to by those in power, and to gaze at the devastation from which there is no salvation.
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The emotional stages one goes through when they attack the enemy, watch him die, and have to hide with the body in the trenches for hours.





















MADAM SATAN




STARRING


Kay Johnson, Reginald Denny, Lillian Roth, and Roland Young


DIRECTED BY


Cecil B. DeMille


RELEASED BY


Paramount, September 1930





Money, sex, decadence: Madam Satan has it all in spades. Cecil B. DeMille’s first (and only) musical unfolds almost as two separate movies: the first, a slow boudoir romantic comedy, and the second, an exorbitantly surreal musical aboard a zeppelin that ends in disaster. Nonetheless, Madam Satan remains a bewildering picture that takes delight in serving up wildly pre-Code sequences that astonish.


Madam Satan begins on a low note: Refined Angela (Kay Johnson) discovers her husband, Bob (Reginald Denny), and his friend Jimmy (Roland Young) stumbling home from a wild night out; soon thereafter, she suspects Bob is stepping out on her with Trixie (Lillian Roth). Angela protests that all her rival has is her body, and when confronting her, Trixie wholeheartedly agrees. “You made him sick of virtue, I’ll make him so sick of vice he’ll scream for decency,” Angela fires back.


And what better way to commence the honorable woman versus gold digger competition than at a masquerade ball inside a zeppelin? Scantily clad revelers, bizarre dances, an auction for the most beautiful woman—it all goes down at this bawdy soiree. To add to the chaos, a mystery woman emerges to ensnare everyone’s attention. Bob races over to the enigmatic Madam Satan, without recognizing his own wife, and wins her. But sparks also fly outside, as lightning strikes the airship, forcing partygoers into parachutes before the whole thing crashes and burns.
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Kay Johnson goes from cold… •… to hot as Madam Satan.
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The product of three female screenwriters, Jeanie Macpherson, Gladys Unger, and Elsie Janis, Madam Satan did not shy away from taking jabs at the precarity of some male egos. For starters, the film lampoons Bob’s and Jimmy’s inability to control their childish impulses toward women. Both men gleefully jump at the chance to “go to hell with Madam Satan”—as most of the guys at the party do—while Bob ends up dumping Trixie for the mysterious Madam like a child entranced by a shiny new toy.
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Kay Johnson giving a master class on how to captivate a crowd as Madam Satan.








From beginning to end, the picture also offers commentary on the sexual double standards women can face in marriage. Bob decries his wife’s lack of sex appeal right from the start; according to him, Angela’s traditional demeanor propelled him directly into Trixie’s tantalizing arms. So when Angela takes a page from her rival’s book and sexes herself up as the alluring Madam Satan, how does Bob react when he finds out he’s been seducing his own wife in disguise? He huffily resents her for becoming an unrepentant sexpot. Only after Trixie agrees to give Bob up (in exchange for Angela’s parachute) does Bob return home for good—to the same wife who’s got some new tricks up her sleeve. (As a sign of the times, however, it’s worth noting that while Trixie may lose Bob at the end, there’s no shortage of men for her to tackle next and no punishment for her wicked ways outside of a perilous parachute jump.)


“Who wants to go to hell with Madam Satan?”


—the titular Madam Satan, at a party on a blimp, apparently having a friggin’ blast
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Cecil B. DeMille spared no expense making this zeppelin party as outlandish as possible.








Double standards aside, Madam Satan tackles several themes that remain pertinent. Taking the central marriage subject and examining how important it is to strike a balance between being friends and lovers remains timeless. And the idea that we all wear different masks for different people (hello, social media) continues to be relevant, even if few of our masks are quite as extraordinary as Madam Satan’s.






[image: A group of performers in elaborate costumes poses on a staircase. Two individuals in the foreground are engaged in a handshake, while others stand behind them in extravagant outfits with feathers.]

Which is the most outrageous costume in Madam Satan? That’s for you to decide.








The picture’s most ridiculous plotline, the calamitous finale aboard the blimp, was inspired by a newspaper headline. During the last days of the roaring twenties, chartering zeppelins for the purposes of partying was cool for a certain subset of wealthy American youths. Such an odd exploit stuck with DeMille, who conceived the air machine’s destruction as a farewell to the Jazz Age and all the pretense, debauchery, and rebellion that came with it.


While the party provides a fantastical setting for Angela to assume the Madam Satan persona, it mainly exists as a magnificent pre-Code indulgence of outré costumes and ribald language. Ironically, Madam Satan’s creation coincides with the debut of the official 1930 Production Code, as the film began production in March 1930, the month the Code was formally adopted. “The Code, after all, is a human document, and nothing human is perfect,” DeMille affirmed at the time, acknowledging that even people who shared the same beliefs differed in how they felt the principles should be applied.


Madam Satan’s tumultuous censorship journey is a prime example of that. When consulted in December 1929 on titling the film Madam Satan, Jason Joy didn’t foresee any issue with it. Presumably, that statement applied only to the title. “It is my opinion that the censors will frown upon the theme of the story unless it appears to them to be so fantastic and amusing as to have ‘no moral value,’” Joy wrote DeMille. “By this I mean that the censors will probably desire to protect the young women of the country from the idea that they must employ ‘passion and deceit’ in order to live successfully with their husbands.” In ten-plus pages, Joy thoroughly detailed individual lines and visuals that would have to go, including this snippet of one of Trixie’s initial blasts: “I give him something to work for! Soft arms around his neck. Warm lips to his—white shoulder to kiss—perfumed hair! I make him thrill—I make him laugh—I ‘jazz’ all the dullness out of his life for him! I give him what he needs the most—a home from home!”


Following a meeting with the SRC, DeMille “agreed to change the philosophy of the story so as to indicate the wife’s acceptance of the gold digger’s method by declaring war against her and fighting a successful battle.” Apparently, a seduction battle would be more desirable to censors—just as long as the wife won out.


Many American censor boards interpreted Madam Satan as a farce and, as a result, graded it lightly. Chicago only had one request, to remove a quip a man aims at Trixie: “I know you by your appendix scar.” Massachusetts agreed, and also threw out a scene where Trixie parachutes into a Turkish bath and an exchange in which she decries: “Is a body made out of flesh and blood—is that what you mean? Well, I’m not ashamed of it—it got me where I am today.”


Foreign boards proved tougher to crack. Several Canadian territories initially rejected the picture, only to eventually pass it through an appeal process, while the British censors excised three pages’ worth of content, including most of Trixie and Angela’s contest and lines like, “Oh, she hasn’t been a maiden for a long time.”


Madam Satan’s production mirrored the opulence on-screen; with an original budget of $1.3 million and a production schedule of seventy days, DeMille crossed the finish line after only fifty-nine days and just under a million spent. Unfortunately, by the time filming wrapped in May 1930, the popularity of musicals had diminished at the box office; audience reception to early sound extravaganzas cooled almost as quickly in 1930 as it had heated up the year prior. By the picture’s September debut, all the bells and whistles DeMille heaved on the movie just made for a greater dud. Had the film been released either half a year earlier or two short years later, it is unlikely to have suffered from this fatigue.


Admittedly, Madam Satan isn’t DeMille’s greatest contribution to cinema, but the film earns its spot in this book because it embraces its ludicrous plot with a sense of flamboyance, bawdiness, and glee emulated in later pre-Codes. Similar to The Divorcee, the protagonist in Madam Satan doesn’t just let her husband get away with his dalliances—she gets even to own the situation, using her wits and body to do so. And because this is DeMille, she claps back in the most overdramatic, resplendent way possible. Despite its flaws, Madam Satan remains a nonsensical film one must see to fully believe.
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Enemy of men!
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June 21, 1930

‘Mr. Lamar Trotti
469 Fifth Avenue
New York City

Dear Lemarg

o s e o B

We are struggling mightily with a oycle of sophistication which
the success of "DIVORCEE" induced. The difficulty is to find
delicate treatments and people who are able to develop delicate
treatments for every situation and we have an cut-erop of that
kind of theme in every studio, I already know that some of them
are going to get into trouble and the producers and public will
fail to realize that it was lack of ability rather than because
of the theme which caused the trouble. Whenever you see anything
wrong in any picture or even verging dn the border, I wish you
would let me know.

Jason S, Joy
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