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[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.












[image: A woman leans forward on a striped wooden stool, wearing a sleeveless dress adorned with sequins. Her hair is styled in soft waves.]
Barbara Stanwyck could play it all—and in this early 1930s photo, she’s leaning sweet.












[image: A man carries a woman. Both are dressed in minimal clothing, with the man shirtless and the woman in a short dress. They are gazing at each other closely.]
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.



[image: Promotional poster for 'The Public Enemy' featuring a man with a serious expression and a woman in a white dress. Text includes 'Betrayer of women! Enemy of men!' and lists cast members: James Cagney, Jean Harlow, Joan Blondell, Donald Cook.]
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.



[image: ]
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
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