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SPECIAL 

A lobby card for the 1934 comedy short La Cucaracha [Lloyd 
Corrigan). the first live-action three-color-process film. 

company's proprietary cameras, hire Technicolor 

camera operators, use Technicolor-brand makeup, 

and send the exposed film to a Technicolor lab. 

Technicolor process number 4 was first used in the 

Disney short cartoon Flowers and Trees, a Silly 
Symphony (Burt Gillett, 1932). The comedy short 
La Cucaracha (Lloyd Corrigan), released in 1934, 

is routinely credited as the first live-action three

color-process short film. The first Hollywood 

three-color-process feature was Rouben Mamou

Han's Becky Sharp (1935), an adaptation of William 

Makepeace Thackeray's novel Vanity Fair. 

A number of well-regarded films made in the 
1930s were made in color, including A Star ls Born 

(Wellman, 1937), Disney's Snow White and the 

Seven Dwarfs (1937), The Adventures of Robin Hood 
(Michael Curtiz and William Keighley, 1938), and 

most famously, The Wizard of Oz and Gone With 

the Wind (both directed by Victor Fleming and 
released in 1939). As successful and significant as 

those films were, black-and-white remained the 

industry standard in the 1930s. Indeed, color films 

were not the norm until color television sets 

became widely available. In 1936 only 1 percent of 
the 362 films released by the major studios were 

in color. When broadcast television made the tran
sition to color in the mid-1960s, the studios fol
lowed suit to better compete with its small-screen 

rival and to more easily and more successfully 

exploit television as a second-run venue for their 

films. In 1960, 37 percent of the films in general 

release were in color. In 1968, 100 percent were in

a color-that is, every one of the 177 studio films 
released that year. 

THE STUDIO SYSTEM 

The management of film production is fraught 

with complications, unexpected expenses, creative 

differences, and all sorts of delays and changes on 

the fly during virtually every stage of development, 

production, and postproduction. The expense of 

making, promoting, and distributing movies is 

prohibitively high, and the risk involved in every 
motion-picture production requires of studio 

executives a gambler's cool and an accountant's 

attention to budget. During the early 1930s, exec

utives at the eight major studios that survived the 

financial crisis of 1929 and the conversion to 

sound worked to structure their businesses so that 

they would be less vulnerable to risk. Among their 

most powerful strategies was the so-called con
tract system. 

Child star Jackie Cooper [right). photographed signing his 
studio contract with MGM in 1931. Sitting at his side is the 
MGM executive Louis B. Mayer. 



The Contract System: A System 
of Contracts 

The technicia ns, m echa nics, set decorators, cos
tume des ig ners, ha ird ressers , write rs, directors, 
actors, a nd (most a nd best of a ll ) m ovie s ta rs were 
a ll s igned to exclus ive contrac ts whose term s were 
di c tated by the studios. E veryo ne m a king fi lms a t 
a studio worked for the s tudio. Films were written
a nd ,-ewritten , ac tors cast and recas t, sets con
struc ted a nd m odified , lighting a nd sound rigged , 
foo tage s ho t a nd edited-a ll us ing employees o n 
the s tudio payroll. E xecutives m a naged a work
force that could m ove easily fro m one p roject to 
a no ther, rep roduci ng the sam e basic task o n 
film afte r film . The result of a ll this contrac ted 
la bor (som e fi ve hundred filmm a king profess ion
a ls sp read a m o ng the e ig ht s tudios) was a n 
unpreced ented econo my o f scale a nd extrao1-di
nary efficie ncy. 

The contract system involved w hat a ttorneys 
ca ll cons iderati o n , fo r bo th the s tudio a nd its 
e mployees. The s tudio used its con tracts to con
trol p roducti on costs a nd efficiently s ta ff the p ro
ducti o n team s a t work on its s la te of film s. The 
contracted ta le nt h elped the s tudios esta bli sh a 
tradem a rk ide ntity; after a ll , the sam e ta lent base 
p roduced all of a studio's fi lms . Wha t em e,-ged 
from the contrac ted pools o f ta le nt were di stinc
tive s tudio s ty les-the gritty ,-ea lism evident in so 
m a ny Wa rner B ros. fil ms , fo r example, o r the lav
is h , g la m orous look of the films m a d e a t MGM. 

To b e contracted to a studio m eant a guarantee 
of work a nd a s teady payc heck, partici pa ti on in a 
gla m o rous indus try, a nd jo b secu,-ity. Fo r many 
H o llywood workers-indeed, for m ost who we re 
n ot at the very to p in the ir given fie ld-a studio 
co n tract was a pre tty good deal, especia lly during 
the econ o mica lly c ha ll e nging 1930s. For m ovie 
s ta rs, however , the results we re mi xed . The s tudios 
c irca 1928 to 1938 boas ted "s ta bles" o f s tars . The 
term was n o t m eant to be as insulting as it sounds 
tod ay, a nd it w as apt. Sta rs were s till "the fu nda
m e nta l thing," a nd jus t fo r the m s tudio executives 
devised the "option ," o r "adhesio n ," contract. That 
con tract compelled a s ta r to work exclusively fo r 
a s tudio, but like Scotc h tape it was s ti cky o n just 
on e s ide. That is, in the standa ,-d actor 's contrac t 
o nly o ne p a r ty, the actor, was compelled to com
ply to the s tipula ti o ns for the contract's duration. 

Joan Crawfo rd as a mi sunderstood flappe r Diana Medfor d 
in Harry Beaumont's Our Dancing Daughters I 1928 1. the fi lm 
that made her a sta r. At her side is Johnny Mack Brow n. 
play ing Di ana ·s one tru e love, th e m illi onaire stockbrok er 
Ben Blain e. 

At specified interva ls the s tudio ha d the o ptio n of 
pulling out witho ut cause. At those intervals 
th rough the dura ti o n of the con tract, the s tudio 
could review the ac to r's work a nd c hoose to renew 
the contract (at a specifi ed pay sca le) o r exercise 
its optio n to te rmina te the acto r's e mploym e nt. 
The acto r, o n the o the r ha nd , ha d no o pti o n to te r
mina te hi s o r her e mploym ent. Furthermore m a n
agem en t ass ig ned films as we ll as o ffscree n 
a ppearances a nd public ity to urs. Like it o r no t, o n
screen a nd o ff, the acto r was bo und by hi s or her 
cont ract to perform . 

During the contract e ra th e s tudios gave acto rs 
the ir s tage na m es, controlled the ir p ubli c image, 
a nd (until the Sup,-em e Court decided o therwise 
ma ny yea rs la te r) owned the m e rc handis ing ri ghts 
to their o n- a nd offscreen image. A s ta r was a n 
asset. He or s he was "c reated" a nd "p ro tected" by 
the s tudio. 
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Consider, for example, the movie star Joan 
Crawford. Born Lucille Fay LeSeur on March 23, 
1904 in San Antonio, she changed her name to 
Billie Cassin (taking the surname of her second 
stepfather, a vaudeville manager) in Kansas City, 
where she worked at a laundry. After winning a 
dance contest, Cassin ventured west to try her luck 
in the movies. In 1925 Casssin was "discovered" by 
MGM, and the studio mounted a nationwide con
test to rename its latest star. Lucille Fay LeSeur, 
later known as Billie Cassin, then became Joan 
Crawford. Crawford's big break came with Our 
Dancing Daughters Harry Beaumont, 1928), in 
which she plays the flapper socialite Diana Med
ford . Flappers were young women who lived the 
high life in the Roaring Twenties, seeking an eco
nomic, social, and sexual independence that was 
at o nce exhilarating and disturbing to the men in 
their social circle. Po1·traying Diana Medford was 
a far cry from being Lucille Fay LeSeur (the prod
uct of poverty and a broken home). But Crawford 
nonetheless made her mark with the part and was 
subsequently cast in a series of flapper-socialite 
roles, including Our Modern Maidens (Jack Con
way, 1929), in which she played Billie Brown-a 
character also worlds apart from the former Billie 
Cassin. 

Stars rarely went public with complaints about 
the contract system. The results were inevitably 
counterproductive. The movie star James Cagney, 
for example, walked off the Warner Bros. lot in 
1932, demanding more money and fewer assign
ments . The conflict went to arbitration, and 
Cagney got a modest increase in salary and the 
promise of just four pictures per year. Three years 
later he again took Warner Bros. to arbitration, 
claiming that the studio had exceeded the four· 
picture-per-year provision of his contract. He had 
another concern, but it was not one that could be 
framed in a legal argument: Cagney was unhappy 
that the studio had continued to typecast him in 
the role of an Irish tough guy-which it had done 
to foster his particular image; after all, The Public 
Enemy (Wellman, 1931), in which Cagney plays an 
Irish gangster, had made him a star. Cagney won 
the early rounds in arbitration, but the contract 
system was an elaborate and difficult scheme to 
crack. Any studio hiring Cagney while his case 
dragged on-while his contract with Warner Bros. 
was still technically in force-risked owing Warner 

Bros. compensation (should Cagney lose his suit 
against the studio) and, more important, r isked 
destroying the gentlemen's agreement among the 
studios that prevented one from tampering with 
another's star. 

Bette Davis also walked out on Warner Bros., in 
1936, two years after Of Human Bondage (John 
Cromwell) , the melodrama based on Somerset 
Maugham's novel , made her a star. The studio sus
pended her without pay and deftly used the press 
to characterize the young star as a spoi led brat. 
Given the economic conditions for most Americans 
in 1936, Davis, the studio argued, was already doing 
pretty darn well. Like Cagney, Davis wanted greater 
control over her career. She wanted to make fewer
and better films, and she wanted her roles in those 
films to bette r display her range and tale nt . (In the 
mid- I 930s, Davis had been typecast as a home
wrecking Jezebel.) Studio executives countered 
that they knew what was best for her. They cer· 
tainly knew how best to use Bette Davis for the bet
terment of Warner Bros. Because the risks of taking 
on the studios were so great, few stars followed the 
route taken by Cagney and Davis. 

Studio Producers and Studio Styles 
As it was for actors, the contract system was both 
good and bad for directors. During the contract era 
the studios created a production system under 
which films might be made according to a stan
dard set of policies and procedures. The studios 
endeavored to put their stamp on certai n distinct 
product lines and styles . Directors signing w ith a 
studio knew in advance what sort of pictures fit 
that studio's style. Working under such a system, 
directors were afforded ready access to capital, 
technology, and skilled and tale nted labor, all with
out the headache of raising funds to finance the 
production, paying the weekly bills , keeping the 
schedules updated, and ensuring that a ll the ri ght 
folks showed up for work. All those d e tails of logis
tics and financing were handled by studio execu
tives, leaving the director free to concentrate on 
shooting the film. Understandably, for their trou
ble a nd money, the studio executives wanted a say 
in what got released under their company's name. 

The so-called classical Hollywood c ine ma thus 
took shape at this point in American film history 
as a consequence of this system of production . It 



The Warner Bros. star James Cagney walked off the studio lot in 1932 demanding more money 
and fewer film assignments. He got a modest bump in sala ry but failed to break free of hi s 
studio contract. 
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was characterized by linear, third-person s tory
telling a nd a seamless, p ractical visual style tha t 
a imed to m a ke a udie nces fo rge t they were wa tc h
ing a m ovie . In pa rt the result of conscious deci
s io ns made by s tudio executives, for w ho m simple 
s torytelling was a m a ntra, but a lso a na tural o ut
growth o f the wo rks ho p structure of the s tudio sys
te m itse lf, thi s type of filmma king a imed to m a ke 
m ovies tha t seem ed s imply to un fo ld before the 
viewers' eyes, w ith aes thetic c ho ices m ade to m ove 
the plo t efficie ntly a nd hig hlight the m ovie's s ta rs 
wi thin the strictures of the re leva n t gen re. Such a 
fi lm form , such a di scern ible, access ible fi lm la n
guage, served the studios' des ire to standa rdi ze 
their produc t, and it se rved as well to help p redi c t 
success in the qui xo ti c theatri ca l marketplace. 

S tudio c hie fs a nd productio n superviso rs like 
Da rryl Za nuc k, Lo ui s B . Mayer, Irving Tha lberg, 

Jack Wa rner, David 0 . Selznic k, a nd Sa muel Gold
wyn did not perform the day-to -day productio n 
tasks expected of a film director. But the sys tem s 
they imple m e nted , the ta lent they hired , a nd the 
assignme nt of tha t ta lent to particular p rojects 
facilita ted a nd influen ced p roductio n a t their s tu
dios a nd de fin ed their s tudios' s ignature s tyles. 

Irving Thalberg, Boy Wonder 
In the early 1930s, MGM was m a naged by I rving 
Tha lbe rg, call ed the boy wonder o n account of his 
tender age (he was twenty-fou r w he n he becam e 
o ne of MGM's top executives) a nd ba by face. Thal
berg instituted "a supervisory syste m ," a m odel fo r 
the contrac t era, in whic h e mployees at every level 
(fro m s tageha nds to m ovie stars) were supervised 
by hands-on s tudi o m a nagem e nt. The success of 

Gr eta Garbo and John Bar rym ore in Grand Hote l [Edmund Goulding . 193 21. Th e MGM pro duction 
chief Irvi ng Thalberg co nceived of the film as a showcase for MGM's stable of stars 



his system led to similar management policies 
industry-wide. 

With an eye toward delivering a quality prod
uct, Thalberg hired the literary giants Maxwell 
Anderson, Robert Benchley, F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
Moss Hart, Ben Hecht, and Dorothy Parker and 
kept under contract two longtime screenwriters, 
Anita Loos and Frances Marion. For Thalberg the 
story was key. Once the story was set, the studio 
system would take over. With the studio's typecast 
stars and film crew available for the asking, the 
story was the only real variable, the only aspect of 
the production that changed materially from film 
to film. 

Evidence of Thalberg's initial success with his 
studio system at MGM can be found in the annual 
box-office lists for the first few years of the 1930s. 
Of the top six films for 1930, four were produced 
and distributed by MGM: Ann.a Christie (directed 
by studio stalwart Clarence Brown, based on a play 
by Eugene O'Neill, written by Frances Marion, and 
starring MGM contract players Greta Garbo and 
Marie Dressler), Our Blushing Brides (directed by 
the studio director Harry Beaumont, written by the 
studio writer John Howard Lawson, and starring 
Robert Montgomery and Joan Crawford in yet 
another flapper picture), Caught Short (directed 
by Charles Reisner, co-written by Eddie Cantor, 
and starring Marie Dressler), and The Divorcee 
(directed, but unsigned, by Robert Z. Leonard and 
starring Thalberg's wife, Norma Shearer, and 
Robert Montgomery). 

The development, production, and release of 
Anna Christie revealed Thalberg's deft understand
ing of the moviemakjng business. By the time 
MGM began developing the picture-optioning 
(paying a fee for the exclusive right to develop a 
motion picture based on a book or play) and then 
refining the script, casting and staffing the picture, 
scouting locations (if necessary), making the cos
tumes and the sets-sound had been the industry 
standard for about two years Garbo, MGM's 
biggest silent-film star, had yet to speak on screen, 
and Thalberg used the star's hiatus as a come-on. 
"Garbo Talks" became the simple, brilliant tagline 
that promoted the film. Audiences waited two 
years to hear the star speak and then waited 
another 30 minutes once the picture began to hear 
her say her first lines on camera: "Gimme a 
whiskey, ginger ale on the side. And don't be stingy, 
baby." The "property" (or story), adapted from 
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O'Neill's Pulitzer Prize-winning play, was the per
fect choice for Garbo. The story line of the play 
includes the sort of melodramatic elements that 
Garbo had played so well and so often during the 
silent era: a desperate young woman runs away 
from home, becomes a prostitute, suffers, and is 
redeemed. The play's heroine is Swedish, as was 
Garbo, so her accent, heard for the first time on
screen, fit perfectly. 

With its Pulitzer Prize-winning source material, 
A-list screenwriter, and star casting, Anna Christie 
was clearly a prestige picture. Like all the other 
studios, MGM made a range of pictures in the 
1930s, but Thalberg appreciated the value of iden
tifying MGM primarily with its prestige product 
line. It was good public relations. 

Nineteen thirty-one brought more success, with 
Min and Bill (directed by George W. Hill , written 
by Frances Marion, and starring Dressler and Wal
lace Beery as lovable losers on the waterfront) and 
the jungle adventure picture Trader Hom (directed 
by W. S. "One-Take Willy" Van Dyke and starring 
Harry Carey), two of the five top-grossing films of 
the year. Thal berg's signature picture, Grand Hotel 
(Edmund Goulding), was released in 1932, and it, 
too, was a top-five picture at the box office. Grand 
Hotel was conceived from the start as a showcase 
for MGM's stable of stars: Garbo, Beery, Crawford, 
and John and Lionel Barrymore. Though uncred
ited, Frances Marion worked on the script, an 
adaptation of a popular novel by Vicki Baum titled 
Menschen im Hotel. Grand Hotel perfected the pres
tige model introduced with Anna Christie in 1930. 
It was based on a well-known work of literature 
that nonetheless fit the familiar melodrama for
mula. Its production was staffed by the studio's 
A list, from the grips to the cinematographer to the 
big movie stars, as many as Thalberg could get into 
one picture. 

MGM's films under Thalberg were successful at 
the box office and did exceedingly well when it 
came time for the industry to congratulate itself 
for a job well done. The 1929-1930 Academy 
Awards saw two 1930 MGM films-The Divorcee 
and The Big House (Hill)-nominated in the Out
standing Production category. Two MGM contract 
employees won major awards, Norma Shearer for 
her performance in The Divorcee and Frances Mar
ion for her script of The Big House. For 1930-1931 , 
MGM contract players Lionel Barrymore and 
Marie Dressler won Oscars for their roles in A Free 
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Soul (Brown, 1931) a nd Min and Bill, respectively. 
Grand Hotel took the Outstanding Produc tio n 
award for 1931-1932. Tha t sam e year, Wallace 
Beery won for his role in The Champ (King Vidor, 
1931 ), Helen H ayes won for her role in The Sin of 
Madelon Claudet (Edgar Selwyn, 1931 ), and 
Frances Marion won again, for the original s tory 
of The Champ. Of a ll those commercially and crit
ically successful films, not a single one was 
directed by a nyone whose na m e is fa miliar to us 
today. But every one was "ha ndled" from develop
ment through release by Tha lberg. 

Darryl Zanuck and the Warner Bros. 
House Style 
Da rryl Za nuck was as muc h an iconic force at 
Wa rne1- Bros. as Thalberg was at MGM . His pro
duction system (more so than a ny ideology or

creative form ula) foste red the Wa rner Bros. recog
ni zable s tudio s tyle. 

Za nuck's past was m ore colo rful than that of the 
other studio executi ves: a ba ndo ned by his young 
parents at the age of thirteen, he saw action in 
Wo rld War I just two years later a nd then put in 
time as a boxer , s teelworke1-, a nd garm ent-factory 
fore m an. Drawing on those adventures, he began 
writing stories for pulp magaz ines, soon di scover
ing that they were easily adap ted as m otion pic
tures. Afte r writ ing gags a nd stories for Mack 
Sennett a nd Carl Laemmle (Universal's chief exec
uti ve), he la nded at Warner Bros., where he made 
hi s name as the crea tor of the Rin Tin Tin (canine
action) films . At Warner Bros. he was a ble to churn 
out scripts at a pace of a lmost two a month-sto
ry telling came easy. By 1925, Za nuck was head of 
production. H e was a ll of twenty-three years old. 

When Za nuck becam e a top executive at Warner 
Bros., it was s till one of the five small s tudios trail
ing well behind Firs t National, MGM, a nd Para
m ount . But it was about to m ake its bold move 
w ith D on Juan and the subseque nt sound-film pro
duct io ns, and Zanuck's job was to get those films 
m ade even though the studio was more strapped 
fo r cash tha n ever. Za nuck fas hio ned for Warne1-
Bros. a streamlined, cost-effective (som e would say 
cheapskate) production system. 

Za nuck was very much a self-made man , driven 
to succeed despite little or no form a l educatio n . 
He a ppreciated the importance of writing a nd, by 

extens io n, writers (as did Thalberg), a nd he was 
a n especially fast and clever storyteller who could 
step in to fix a film if he felt h e had to. And most 
a nd best of a ll for the Warner brothe1-s, Zanuck 
knew the value of a dollar. 

Spending as littl e of the Warners' money as he 
could, Za nuck adapted a star-gen re formula that 
suited the company's budget constrai nts a nd the 
talents of the stars the studio had on hand (and 
under contract) a t the time. In so doing, he rede
fi ned a po pular genre: the gangster film . 

In the ea rly 1930s, James Cagney and Edward 
G. Robinson were two of the most popula r male 
s tars under contract to Warner Bros. The dark, 
unsentimenta l, hard-hitting style of so m a ny early 
Warner Bros. films- what becam e identifia ble as 
the Wa rner Bros. house s tyle- was the result of 
Za nuck's canny use of low-budget production val
ues (hence the gritty realist loo k) a nd hi s exploita
tion of ungla morous ethnic tou g h-guy stars such 
as Cagney a nd Robinson . 

A prototype for the Warner Bros. house style 
was the socia l-realis t I Am a Fugitive froma Chain 
Gang (Mervyn LeRoy, 1932) . This ea rly Warner 
Bros. sound fi lm offered an unflinching view of life 
on a sou thern p r ison work detail. Pa ul Muni plays 
James Allen (also known as Allen James), who 
twice escapes from the work detail. After the first 
escape, he moves north , marries, a nd becom es a 
successful engineer. But when his marriage goes 
bad, hi s wife turns him in, and he is sent back to 
prison . A second escape leads to the film's open
ended final scenes, in which we see Ja m es's uncer
tain life on the la m , indoors by day, o n the road 
at night. 

Though the studio's films were foremost made 
to be entertaining, the movies shot to suit the 
Warner Bros. house style went a long way toward 
presenting an earnest and often dis turbingly real 
istic account of the social problems of the Great 
Depressio n . William Wellma n 's Wild Boys of the 
Road (1933), for example, tell s the s tory of the 
homeless unemployed, depicted as otherwise 
decent folk brought to a kind of serial bruta lity by 
their unhappy c ircumstances. The so-called wild 
boys are two decent high-school kids (Frankie 
Da rro and Edwin Phillips) who run away from 
home so as not to become burdens to their strug
gling parents. What they find o n the road is hardly 
ro mantic, as they camp in places like Sewer City, 
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Paul Muni lright ) as the unjustly jailed James Allen victim ized by a cruel prison guard !Harry 
Woods) in the Warner Bros. realist m elodrama / Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang !Mervyn 
LeRoy, 1932 1. 

a squalid s ite they occupy until they are tossed out 
by the po li ce. When a c haracter in the film 
re m arks, "Jail can 't be any worse than th e s treet," 
it is hard to argue o therwise. 

La b or organi zat ion a nd its violent early history 
in the Un ited States is depicted with s ig nature grit
and realistic d e tail in the Warner Bros. fi lm Black 
Fury (Michael Curtiz, 1935) , a film that dares to 
imply that there is collus io n a m ong organized
crime, the police, a nd the m ercenary s trike break
ers. Iron ically, W arner B ros. itself wou ld soon 
becom e the s ite of industry labor unrest, a nd the 
Warner brothers became bitter and powerful e ne
mi es of the nascent Hollywood labo r m ovem ent. 

An interesting subtex t of the Warner Bros. 
lower-budget house po li cy is the issue of cele b r ity, 
or "nam e," d irectors. At MGM, where m a kin g pres-

ti ge pictures was the goal, Thal berg eschewed such 
directors. At Warner B ros., which se t. its s ig hts so 
much lower (a t leas t in tern1s of p roduc tion bud
gets), a number of m e n we now view as important
directors flouris hed . For the company executives 
w ho cut their checks, s tudio directors like William 
Wellma n a nd Mic hael Curtiz were jus t contract
e mployees. But a look back at those directors'
caree,·s reveals a re m arkable body of work. Wel l
man directed the gangster classic The Public 
Enemy (discussed in detail la te r in this c hapter), 
The Call of 1he Wild (adapted in 1935 from the pop
ul a r Jack Lo ndo n adventure nove l), the m e lodrama 
A Star ls Born (1937) , the roma nti c com edy Nolh
ing Sacred (1937), and the Foreign Legion epic 
Beau Geste ( 1939). Curtiz directed a series of hig h
ly popular pseudo-historical ad ventu re p ic tures 



William Wellman 's Wild Boys of the Road (1933] tells the story of the homeless un employed, 
depicted as otherwise decent folk subjected to an unrelenting brutality. Warner Bros. 
specialized in such gritty socia l-realist melodramas. 

starring Warner Bros. contract stars Erroll Flynn 
and Olivia de Havilland: Captain Blood (1935) , The 
Charge of the Light Brigade (1936) , and The Adven
tures of Robin Hood (1938). And though the film 
is far better known for its stars-Humphrey Bog
art and Ingrid Bergman-Curtiz a lso directed 
Casablanca for Warner Bros. , in 1942 (discussed 
at length in Chapter 4) . 

CENSORSHIP: REGULATING 
FILM CONTENT 
Film censorship in the United States dates to the 
beginning of cinem a hi story- to 1894, when a 
series of "erotic-dance" kinetoscopes were banned 
and seized in Atlantic City in response to public 
pro-censorship activism . Organi zed pressu1-e o n 
the studios increased dramatically in the wake of 
the star scandals of the early 1920s, and it showed 
no sign of relenting during that decade. 

By the late 1920s most slates, c 1t1es, and even 
local townships had estab li shed their own censor
ship boards. The m e mbers of those boards had a 
vested interest in censors hip, and they wielded 
considerable power in their communities. Many of 
these censorship boards were ho used in pol ice 
departments, m aking the se izure of banned films 
easy and rou tine. What made the local outfits par
ticularly problematic for filmmakers was that 
there were no set rules governing their decis ions. 
And the diffe1-ent boards did not commun icate or 
cooperate with one a nother. What m ig ht get 
banned in Cleve la nd , for example , could play in 
Columbus or Ch icago. F ilmmake1-s a nd s ludio di s
tributo,-s ha d no way of predicting board dec is ions 
in advance. 

The develo pment of a se lf-censo1-sh ip apparatus 
by the Hollywood studios was foremost an atlempt 
to adjust to the viciss itudes of the loca l censorship 
boards. The studios' ea rly censorship policies and 
procedu1-es, di scussed below, were m eant in large 
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the entire film has been his con fession, dictated 
and recorded at his desk. 

Barton Keyes (Edward G. Robinson), the insur
ance-liability investigator w ho never believed Phyl
lis's story about her husband's accidental fall from
a train, enters the office to express his disappoint
ment in Walter, whom he has treated more or less 
like a son. Whatever his feelings for his co-worker 
once were, "Walter, you're all washed up" is all he 
can say to the sorry mess his dying colleague has 
made of his life. As Walter turns for the door, Keyes 
puts matters in perspective: "You'll never make the 
border. You'll never even make the elevato1·." We 
knew from the start that things would end this way. 

A number of other 1944 releases follow a simi
lar narrative and visual formula : Otto Preminger·'s 
murder mystery Laura, George Cukor's Gaslight, 
and Edward Dmytryk's Murder, My Sweet, a hard
boiled detective picture based on Raymond Chand
ler's novel Farewell, My Lovely . Nineteen forty-five 
provided more darkly lit and darkly themed sus
pense pictures in the film noir mold: Hitchcock's 
Spellbound, Fritz Lang's Scarlet Street, and Edgar 
Ulmer's Detour. 

Released in the fall of 1945, about two months 
after the Japanese surrender, Detour may well be 
the prototype postwar noir. It tells the story of a 
man , Al Roberts (Tom Neal), who hitchhikes 
across the country to catch up with the woman he 
loves and en route meets with one disaster after 
another. While hitchhiking, he is picked up by a 
shady salesman (Edmund MacDonald) and his 
young passenger, Vera (Ann Savage). While Al is 
asleep, Vera kills the salesman, or so we are led to 
believe, and when he wakes up, she threatens to 
pin the blame on him unless he agrees to become 
her boyfriend. When his commitment seems to fal 
ter she locks herself in a motel room and tells him 
she is calling the cops. He tugs on the phone cord 
through the door. She has unluckily tangled the 
cord around her neck and is strangled before she 
can complete the call. Now he really is a murderer
The film offers no denouement, only a nasty little 
warning that such things happen to people all the 
time. Such is the worldview of film noir, which 
seemed at once suited to the American zeitgeist as 
the war ended and presaged the decade or so of 
guilt and regret that would follow. 

TRANSCENDING GENRE: 
THREE KEY FILMS 

Three very different, very popular studio pictures
Casablanca (Michael Curtiz, 1942), Meet Me in St . 
Louis (Vincente Minnelli, 1944), and The Best Years 
of Our Lives (Wi lliam Wyler, 1946, released just 
after the war's end)-at once complicated and tran
scended genre categories during (and immediately 
after) the war years. All three were top-ten films 
in the year they were 1·e leased. But much more 
important, a ll three seemed to speak profoundly 
for or to the American public at different stages of 
the war. 

Casablanca was released in 1942, just after the 
United States entered the war and, fortunately for 
the fi lm 's distributor, Warner Bros., on the very 
weekend that President Roosevelt and British 
prime minister Winston Churchi ll met in Casa
blanca, on the Moroccan coast, to discuss the 
American role in the European war. The fi lm may 
seem today to stand outside time, but in 1942 it 
offered a timely message akin to that of the Why 
We Fight films: it explains who is fighting with 
whom and why. 

A lot changed between 1942 and 1944, in Hol
lywood and in the war. By the time Meet Me in St. 
Louis reached the screen, the war had become 
something of a structured absence in many films; 
more and more the studios were making fi lms that 
took audiences someplace where or sometime 
when war was not on everyone's mind. Meet Me in 
St. Louis is set at a time (1903) and in a place (St. 
Louis, of course) where a big problem amounts to 
figuring out when to eat dinner on a hot eveni ng . 
The fi lm tells its audience less about why we are 
fighting and more about what might be lost if we 
don't fight and win. 

The Best Years of Our Lives offers a profound 
and disturbing eady-postwar statement. Victory 
had its price, and the film attempts to make that 
point with a cine-1·ealism that convinced vi ewers 
they were watching a kind of truth . The Best Years 
of Our Lives is less about why we fought, or what 
we wou ld have risked losing if we hadn't fought 
and won, than it is about what lay ahead for those 
veterans whose physical and psychological pain 
might be tough to alleviate in postwar America.
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Casablanca 

One of the most 1-ecognizable American films ever 
made, Casablanca was based on a li tt le-known 
play, Eve,ybody Comes to Rick's, by Joan Alison 
a nd Murray Burnett. (Casablanca, it is in teresting 
to note, is the playwrights' only major fi lm credit.) 
The task of adapti ng the play to a film was given 
to twin brothers, Julius and Philip Epstein, bo th 
veteran s tudio screenwriters, and Howard Koch, a 
Warner Bros. contract writer whose career would 
be lost to the blacklist in the 1950s (a topic dis
cu ssed in detail in Chapter S) . Though they pro
duced Casablanca as a n A feature-the studio 
assig ned the lead to o ne of its top stars, Humphrey 
Bogart; surrounded him with a n A-list supporting 
cast (Claude Ra ins, Pa ul Henre id , a nd Ingrid 
Bergman); and contracted with Michael Curtiz 
(The Charge of the Light Brigade, 1936; The Adven
tures of Robin Hood, 1938; a nd Yankee Doodle 
Dandy, l 942) , their most banka ble director-it is 
fa ir to conclude that Wa rner Bros. had no idea the 
film would hit so big. 

Indeed, a close look at the film's trailer, sh own 
in theaters in a ntic ipat io n of the pictu1-e's release, 
revealed the studio's confus io n over exactly what 
sort of picture it had made . The trailer opens as 
titl es propose: "If you are looking for adven ture
you will find it in Casablanca." The com e-on is 
superimposed on an early scene from the film , in 
w hich police gun down a man in cold blood 
because he has o utdated papers. Having thus intro
duced Casablanca as a war-themed suspense-and
a d venture picture, the traile1- shifts gears, a nd a n 
off-screen narrator intones: "Against this fasc inat
ing background is woven the story of a n imperis h
a ble love." The rest of the trailer shi fts between 
plotlines, selling the film alternatively as a wartime 
adventure and a romantic m elodrama. Bogart (as 
Rick) is first introduced s hooting the German 
major Strasser (from the film's famous climax) as 
the titles call him "the m ost dangerous man in the 
world's m ost dangerous c ity ." The trailer then cuts 
to the big-screen ki ss, as Ilsa (Bergman) professes 
her forbidde n love for Rick. As we see them kiss, 
a titl e appears that ties the two plots together: 

(left) Rick [Humphrey Bogart) and Ilsa [Ingrid Bergmanl, 
star-crossed lovers in the wa rtime classic Casab lanca 
[Mi chae l Curtiz, 19421. 
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"where every kiss m ay be the last." Executi ves at 
Warner B ros. knew that Curti z had m a d e a good 
picture, but Casablanca defied s imple genre cate
gories a nd as suc h seem ed a difficult movie to sell. 
Of course, as things played out in 1942, the film 
was not a tough sell at a ll . It was a sensat ion, sport
ing top-ten box-office revenues a nd Academy 
Awards for Outstanding Motion Picture and 
Directi ng. 

Key to the Warner B ros. prod ucti o n of Casa
blanca was a previous Bogart film, The Maltese Fal
con, directed by Jo hn Huston for the studio in 
I 941. The Maltese Falcon m ad e Bogart a sta1-, so 
the allusions in Casablanca to Huston's film were 
at o nce inte ntional and purposeful. Along with 
Bogart, Warner Bros. recast in Casablanca two of 
the featured players from Huston's film, Peter 
Lorre and Sydney Greenstreet, and assigned 
Arthur Edeson, the director of photography on The 
Maltese Falcon, to give Casabla nca its atm osphe1-ic 
noir look. Edeson's contribution shou ld not be 
ignored. The fa m ou s final scene-in which Rick 
sends Il sa and Victor (Henreid ) safely off to Amer
ica (at the ve ry m oment we figure he pla ns to run 
away with Il sa himself)-is nothing s hort of a 
primer in no ir ci nem atography. Set at an a i1-strip, 
things get sorted o ut as the characters seem to float 
in a dense fog, lit only from the fro nt. Once Ilsa 
and Victor's plane takes off and Ric k shoots a nd 
kills Strasser (Conrad Veidt) , Rick a nd Louis 
(Ra ins) decide to depart together. They wa lk off 
not in to a sunri se, or even a sunset, but into the 
fog. The film ends as they di sappea1- from view. I t 
is 1942, a nd tho ugh they are doing the right thing, 
their future is, a las, uncertai n . 

Casablanca no t o nly looks like a noir fi lm· it 
plays like o ne as well. Rick is a n ex istentia l hero,
tortured by a past fa iled rom ance (with Il sa) that
has left him a lienated from the world around him 
in this case a world at war. His predicament is the 
very sort of bad luck that no ir men routinely face. 
As Rick remarks a bo ut Ilsa's arrival in Casablanca 
"Of a ll the gin jo ints in a ll the towns in all the
world, s he had to walk into mine." So muc h in li fe 
is a matter o f luc k. And in noir o ne's luc k is a lmost 
a lways ba d. 

llsa, too, is a no ir woman, at least in som e ways. 
She is willing to use sex to get what she wants. She 
offers to s leep w ith Rick in excha nge for the let
ters of trans it that will get her a nd he r husband to 
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"I'm no good at being noble. but it doesn 't take much to see that the problems of three li ttle 
people don't amount to a hill of beans in th is crazy world." At the airstrip at the end of Casablanca 
[Mic hael Curtiz, 19421. Rick [Humphrey Bogart, in trench coa t and hatl finally takes a stand. He 
sends Ilsa [Ingrid Bergman , fa r right! and Victor [Paul Henrei d. behind Boga rt! off to th e United 
States whi le he and Louis [Claude Rains, second from the Lett i wa lk off into the fog, leaving th eir 
lives in Casablanca behind to join the Resis tance . 

the United Sta tes and w hen that fails, she tries to 
take the letters at gunpoint (though, unlike a lot of 
no ir wo men , she can 't b ring herself to shoot) . Ilsa 
tells Ric k, "I don't know wh at's right a nymore," and 
as she gives in to her passion, she admits, "I wis h 
I didn't love you so much ." She fi nds herself in a 
plot she can 't see her way out of, and Rick is una ble 
a nd di si nclined to help her. 

In h is refusal to take sides , Rick foreshadows a 
number of noir h eroes , but given the film's plot 
a nd its hi s torical context, his neu trali ty marks him 
as an isolatio nis t. Romance aside, adventure aside, 
Casablanca tells the s tory of a m a n coming to grips 
with his respo nsibilities to the war effort a nd the 
sacrifices he needs to m ake for it. Talking with 
Ugarte (Lorre), from w hom he obtains the le tters 
of transit, Rick declares, "I s tick my neck out for 
nobody." Ugarte, a sleazy operator, muses , "That's 

a good foreign policy." Soon e nough we are told 
(by more than one character) that Rick was o nce 
a freedo m fighter. H e foug ht w ith the Loyali sts 
aga inst Franco in Spain in the '30s and ra n guns 
to Ethiopian n a tionali s ts protecting their home
land against Italian impe i-ia li s m . Ric k reflects o n 
this past only to point out the o bvious : both the 
Loyalists and the Ethiopian nationa lists lost. The 
good guys always lose-or m aybe Ric k has a knack 
for ch oosing the wrong side . 

The fi rst suggestion tha t Ric k might fina lly take 
sides occurs in a scene in which a young woman 
as ks him if she s ho uld sleep w ith Lo u is in order

[right! The piano playe r Sam [Dooley Wi lson! and the club 
owner Ri ck [Humphrey Bogart! talk about life, love, and a 
parti cular song ["As Tim e Goes By") in Michael Curtiz·s 
Casablanca. 



to ge t ex it visas. H e r hus band is trying to raise the 
money a t the roulette ta ble, but he is los ing. She 
a ks Rick if a man can eve r forgive s u ch an indi s
cret io n , even o ne d on e for su c h a good reason. But 
he is clearly th e wro ng guy to ta lk to a bout love. 
Despite in i ting that he stic ks hi s neck out "for 
no bo dy," Rick te ll s hi s croupi e ,- to le t the husband 
w in , a gestu re that gets th e wo m a n off the hoo k. 

In t he reso lutio n of things at the airport, Rick 
affirms duty over love, sacrifice over personal hap
piness. Rick m ak es a choice at the end of the film. 
Everything that happe ns a t the airstrip is hi s doing, 
and for his trouble h e loses h .is girl a nd hi s club 
a nd n arrowly escapes w ith hi s li fe . The Vichy-era 
Frenchman Louis , w ho had sat on the fence
placating the Germans a nd making the m os t of the 
refugee's d espera tion by soliciting sex and taking 
bribes in exchange for v isas-appreciates Ri ck's 
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sacrifi ce a nd s uggests that he w ill join the war 
effort as well. They becom e a lli es, and their cause 
is bigge,- than the love story a t the cente ,- of the 
film (which ends badly). 

Meet Me in St. Louis 

Before he was contracted to direct MeeL Me in SL . 
Louis, Vincente Minnelli had only two film credits 
as a director , both from 1943: a mostly forgetta ble 
star vehicle fo r the vaudeville-style comic R ed Skel
ton, I Dood fl , and Cabin in the Sky, a n a d a ptation 
of an all-African American Broa dway review, 
which Minne lli m ad e with the he lp of the legendary 
mus ical directo ,- Busby Berkeley. Cabin in the Sky 
b enefited from the cons iderable on-screen ta lents 
of a veritable Who's Who in African American 
musical com edy: Ethe l Wa ters, Lo ui s Arn1s tro ng, 




