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Lubitsch was the one
director whom nearly

every other director | ever
interviewed mentioned with
respect and awe as among
the very best.

—PETER BOGDONAVICH

Jared Larson

oing back through film history, one could see
how, starting in the 1970s, basically any topic
could be explored on the screen. Around the
‘40s, one could see how films started to be
highly sanitized and selective in on-screen
depiction. Assuming it is due to the innocence
of the times, one explores further. What do they find? Films
that predate 1935 are anything but innocent, sanitized, or
selective. What accounts for this virtuous gap between the
‘30s and the ‘70s? The answer: The Motion Picture Production

- - “ / ‘ Code, commonly known as the Hays Code. The Code is
rightfully notorious for being oppressive censorship yet
T H E F o RT RE ss o F F I LT H offering both positive and negative aspects. Its tremendous
impact on film and their makers can be seen in Ernst

A Ernst Lubitsch directing on set of Lubitsch’s critical reception, on-screen representation, and
Trouble in Paradise. the subjects explored in post-Code years.

°
1 he 1 OuCh l 'l hter Film took the world by storm in the 1910s and, as with any
explosive medium, regulation was imminent. Risqué films
proudly displayed on screens, accompanied with rumors and

Photos courtesy of the Ernst scandals that involved any sin a “journalist” could conjure up,
Lubitsch Foundation.

than ‘ ham a ne resulted in religious and civic groups pressuring for restrictive
legislation against the screen.




Lubitsch
invented

modern Hollywood.

Hollywood studios tried to convince the public

that they could govern themselves by creating

the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of
America (MPPDA), appointing former Postmaster
General William Hays to lead (Vaughn 128). The
Hays Code would result in a multitude of stringent
rules prohibiting and limiting: profanity, sex, nudity,
violence, depictions of religion and law, crime, and
even dancing, to name a few (Shurlock 143). Before
the Hays Code was officially enforced in 1934,

its predecessor was introduced a decade earlier,
embodied in “The Formula.” Three years later, it was
coupled with "Don’ts and Be Carefuls.” Both were
meant as guidelines for screenwriters. However,
Hays himself felt this was merely “window-dressing”
because he had virtually no way of enforcing them
(Vaughn 129). The Great Depression also laxed
whatever little censorship there was for hopes to bring
in audiences. These factors resulted in a brief period
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known as Pre-Code Hollywood which led to a boom in
films that further contributed to the Catholics belief
that Hollywood was the “fortress of filth” (Black 167).

Pre-Code specifically refers to 1930-1934 when creative
freedom was at its peak and many stars’ careers were
made (a detriment to some when transitioning later),
including: Edward G. Robinson, James Cagney, Miriam
Hopkins, and Mae West. Not only were stars launched,
but genres as well. The Divorcee (1930) launched

the adulterous marriages story, whether comedic or
dramatic. A year later, Little Caesar popularized the
gangster drama as Dracula did for horror. These films
and their subsequent copycats were met with fierce
opposition by censors. As expected, they were also box
office hits with some garnering prestigious awards/
nominations. Just as stars and genres were clicking
with audiences, directors were as well.

Continuing his hot streak, Ernst Lubitsch hit an all-
time high in the Pre-Code Era, being regarded as one
of the finest filmmakers of the ‘30s. As Hitchcock had
the epithet “Master of Suspense,” Lubitsch had the
“Lubitsch Touch”—both of which were used as selling
points in their films’ advertisements. Although this
“Touch” is undefined, it is generally agreed to be, at
its very base, “the ability to communicate efficiently

Lubitsch, hardly seen without a cigar. >

4 MPPDA approval title card.

and often with irony or sly innuendo, using no words,
only visual means” (McCormick 208). Lubitsch’s
European “Touch” meant stories that found humor in
marriage, sex, crime, and authority that were ahead
of traditional American beliefs. Nonetheless, he found
great success in America. This mass success at poking
fun at traditional roles could be seen as innocent

jest, or viewed as destructive ridicule. At times, the
“Lubitsch Touch” had all the subtlety of a gentle
breeze and at others, of an atomic bomb.

In 1932, Lubitsch made Trouble in Paradise, which

is not only thought to be Lubitsch’s best film, but

also epitomized his style, appeal, and, to some, his
indecency. The film is about two thieves, Gaston and
Lily, who, seduced by each other’s talents, fall in love
and galivant around the world, thieving and scheming
whenever they can. The crooks hook onto an owner

of a perfume company, Mariette, to con her out of her
fortunes. What ensues is implications and depictions
of: adultery, larceny, assault, impure morals, devaluing
marriage, and revelations that the aristocrats are just
as crooked as the lowly thieves. There is one instance
where marriage is explicitly mentioned, “Marriage is
a beautiful mistake which two people
make together” (Trouble). Most
detriment to any later rescreenings, the
sinful protagonists ride off into the sunset,
misdeeds unpunished. Even the film’s
opening titles contain what would become
inflammatory. The words “Trouble in”

appear onscreen and, as the word

“Paradise” completes the title, a bed "-
fades onscreen (McCormick 214).

A not-so subtle message to kick

off the film. So, if Ernst Lubitsch
was well-known and anticipated
before his arrival to America in
1923, his films were critical and
financial successes, and influenced
directors like Alfred Hitchcock, Billy
Wilder, Orson Welles, John Ford, and
Francois Truffaut—why is he unfamiliar
with audiences today? Well, like a club
to the knee at the start of a marathon,
Lubitsch (and Hollywood) were about to
lose the window-dressing Code and succumb
to the new, stringent, authoritative Code.
The lack of regulation and all of these films
and creators on the rise did not go unnoticed.
Predominantly, the Catholics blamed Hays
and his ineffective Code. Some took to anti-

Semitic sentiments, blaming the “Jewish Moguls” who
controlled the industry for sinful pictures (Vaughn
134). The Catholic group the Legion of Decency

was created and began to rate movies independent
of Hollywood. It used its influence to affect box-
office performance by boycotting films deemed
“condemned,” backing a policy to either “purify
Hollywood or destroy Hollywood” (Black 11). In
response to the pressure from the American-Catholic
population, Hollywood created the Production Code
Administration (PCA), which required all films to be
submitted to the PCA for approval before applicable
for release. To helm the PCA, devout Catholic Joseph
Breen led the filtering of films through Catholic eyes
(McCormick 237). This created an interesting dynamic,
as one historian noted, where Jewish-owned studios
were essentially pushing

Catholicism to the
world (Vaughn 143).

How might film
and society be
different today
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Edward Dmytryk noted, “[The Code] had a very good
effect because it made us think. If we wanted to get
something across that was censorable... we had to do
it deviously. We had to be clever. And it usually turned
out to be much better than if we had done it straight”
(Grant 16:42-17:01). The Code also saved studios time
and money by creating one national censor, rather
than having to gain
approval from state
censors (McCormick
239). Despite these
positives, the Code, like
all tyrannical powers,
inevitably, was usurped.

| let the audience use their

in Burstyn v. Wilson.

The abolishment of the Hays Code resulted in a

making up for lost time mindset in the film industry.
Excessive violence and nudity took to the screens

like the plague—or COVID-19, to be more topical.

This overcorrection essentially canceled out the past
oppression and ushered in the New Hollywood. This
means that the Motion
Picture Production Code
stagnated film to limited
representation, singular
views, and silenced
ideas and creators for
no sustaining purpose.
In a way, it is almost

imaginations. (an | help it if they
misconstrue my suggestions?

Post-World War I, films
starting deviating from
the Code in increasingly
noticeable ways.

harder to accept that
many Pre-Code films
and artists have been
forgotten because they
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without the Hays Code? Given the Catholics iron-grasp
of the industry, other religions were not as promoted
or were represented by Catholic standards. Not only
did members of the Legion of Decency hold anti-
Semitic beliefs, but also the head of the PCA himself.
Breen, once wrote, “the fact is that these damn Jews
are a dirty, filthy lot” (Doherty 83). Even though it
violated the Code in many ways, the Pre-Code film
Taxi! has James Cagney displaying his fluent Yiddish
(Mashon). Actor Anna May Wong was openly critical
of the depiction of Chinese people in films as always
being stereotypical or villains.

Thinking of America in the 1930s, it would be
incredibly difficult to list all the different cultures with
interesting stories to tell especially with the influx of
European and Asian immigrants fleeing the upcoming
World War. A minute amount of these cultures ever
made it to the screen unmolested by the Code. With a
ban on miscegenation, how were opportunities taken
from minorities? Wong was denied many roles because
she was not allowed to perform scenes with the white
male lead (Vaughn 148). Ernst Lubitsch’s depictions
of strong women who were morally right yet pursued
men and were sexually active became nonexistent.
Women were confined to roles of the homemaker

A various posters for Lubitsch productions.

or the femme fatale. If they were not virtuous and
upheld the sanctity of marriage, they risked not being
on screen or making it to the credits. Critical thinking
would be more prominent as well. Films with criminals
or unruly behavior end with heavy-handed signaling
of what is right and what is wrong. While the good
outweighs the bad, there was some good intent in
creation of the Code.

Will Hays believed that film was an incredibly powerful
medium and that cinema could carry the best music,
literature, science, and medicine to nearly everyone
and possessed educational, moral, and inspirational
potential . . . that it could bring civilization to “new
heights” (Vaughn 135). The Catholics seemed to
believe that the screen was a reflection of society. If
the screen was purged of wrongdoing, then maybe
the world would follow suit (Vaughn 137). Some of
the great moments of cinema are products directly
of the Code. Rick Blaine letting Ilsa go in Casablanca,
the cuckoo clock indicating the consummation of
the (freshly divorced) marriage in The Awful Truth,
and any noir where the bad guys betray each other
or are gunned down by the police. Where sex and
violence could not be shown, subtlety and metaphor
were to be used—often adding richness. As director

ERNST IUBIIS(H

Hitchcock’s Notorious
(1946) figured a loophole
in the “excessive kissing”
rule by having the kissers
break apart every 3
seconds—resulting in a kissing scene three minutes
long. Otto Preminger’s Anatomy of a Murder (1959) was
approved with sexual language because it was deemed
required and realistic clinical language in the courtroom
drama, which dealt with murder and
rape. Later, Sidney Lumet’s 1964 film
The Pawnbroker was approved with
depictions of topless nudity because it
was deemed vital for plot and to make
a dramatic point (Doherty 3).

As with most works that are banned
or notorious, the Catholics realized
that the only people paying attention
to their condemned lists were those
who wanted to know what to watch.
With decisions validating artistic merit
and with the puppet strings of the
Catholics snipped—the Code was on
its way out. International competition
from film movements like Italian
Neo-Realism and the French New
Wave forced American films to step
up their maturity. However, the most
deciding factor came in 1952, when
the Supreme Court recanted a previous
decision and asserted that film was
protected under the First Amendment

—Ernst Lubitsch

could not transfer to
the Code Era. Lubitsch
is a prime example of
that. He revolutionized
(theorized to have
created) what Hollywood would become, especially
with romantic comedies. It is up to film historians,
buffs, lovers, makers, or whatever the title, to bring
these neglected artists back to the spotlight.

- !n -ﬂ‘ﬂg

A Lubitsch directing Gary Cooper and Claudette Colbert in

Bluebeard’s 8th Wife.




Photos courtesy of the
British Film Institute.

The Archers’ Bullseye:

A Moira Shearer as Vicky Page
in The Red Shoes.

In 1948, Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger,
known professionally as “The Archers,” created
The Red Shoes. A film that would go on to become a
classic masterpiece of cinema.

Jared Larson

he film was photographed by Jack Cardiff,
a frequent collaborator of The Archers,
who became vital to the recognizable style
of the iconic duo. Cardiff, a standout in
his own right, was the first and only person to be
selected for the Technicolor training program in
Britain. In 1937, Cardiff became the first to shoot
Technicolor in Britain.

Cardiff filmed on a three-strip Technicolor

camera which, due to its enormity, was referred

to as "The Enchanted Cottage.” It weighed 80
pounds and filmed three different film stocks
(RGB) simultaneously, which were calibrated

later to produce the color image. The size was
accompanied by a noisy motor, making it necessary
to store the camera inside a large case.

The three-strip process notoriously required an
abundance of light. The blistering lights were
often described as “oxygen-burning.” Cardiff
found a new solution to the lighting demands in
industry professional Peter Mole, who lent Cardiff
prototypes of his new 300-amp lights called
“brutes.” Now an industry
standard, The Red Shoes
was the first picture to use
“brutes.”

After the film
was completed,

executives at The
Rank Organization
(film distributors)

were horrified

at the result.
They released
the film with

hardly any

publicity

and no premiere—just tossing
it into UK cinemas. This baffled
critics, but not as much as

the film itself, which met with
harsh reviews.

The film was saved by the

Vice-President of Distribution

for Eagle-Lion (a U.S. subsidiary of The Rank
Organization) William Heinman. He premiered the
film at the Bijou theater in New York, starting the
film’s explosion in America. The Red Shoes became
one of the highest grossing British films and had a
two-year run in packed theaters.

Not only was the film greeted with commercial
success in America, but critical approval as well—
garnering prestigious award nominations, most
notably winning Best Score and Best Production
Design at the Academy Awards. The film would
have won Best Cinematography as well, if not for
Cardiff being a Briton and winning the Oscar the
previous year for his work on the Archers’ Black
Narcissus (1947).

“Just about everybody told me the same thing. |
was absolutely certain to get the Oscar [for Best
Cinematography] for The Red Shoes. There was no
possibility it could fail. No doubt at all they said.”
Cardiff recalled in his autobiography Magic Hour.

“But there was. There had been a meeting of the
American Society of Cameramen. It was agreed
that The Red Shoes was a certainty for the award.
[But] If a foreign cameraman won an Oscar two
years running, it would put American cameramen
in an inferior light. Bad for American prestige,
they said. So, the only way to prevent me getting
the award was not to nominate me.” He further
explained.

Technicolor film strip from The Red Shoes.




Despite initial reviews from London and the

snub for Best Cinematography, The Red Shoes is
commonly met with great acclaim. The British Film
Institute naming it “the ninth greatest British film
of all time” in 1999. The harshest consistent critic,
interestingly enough, was Moira Shearer.

Shearer, a passionate dancer, did not want

to interrupt her career to act in the pictures,
especially one she felt was made by people who
*did not understand ballet.”

Unable to persuade Shearer, the Archers searched
for a year to find their Vicky Page before ultimately
agreeing that Shearer epitomized the character.

After Powell’s continued pestering, Shearer’s
real-life impresario begged her to do the picture.
Shearer agreed after hearing her acquaintances
had been cast as supporting dancers and as long
as she could return to the Covent Garden after
filming.

Reluctant to do the picture, feelings of naivety

as an actor, lack of guidance, dancing under the
hot lights, and the clashing with Powell made for
an experience she labeled in 1949 as “a mistake”.
Although she would return to work with Powell,
appearing in his films Tales of Hoffman (1951) and
Peeping Tom (1960). Ironically, the Archers films are
what she is most well-known for.

({

THERE’S NOTHING,
NOTHING BUT
ACTING OR

A Vicky giving her
big stage debut
in the play-
within-the-film
of the same title.
Vicky forgets the
audience, instead
just performing
for her love, Julian
Craster.

Anton Walbrook as
Boris Lermontoy,
the obsessive,
demanding
impresario.

Someone who was enthusiastic about
the film was Anton Walbrook (the
same co-named of this site), who
worked with the Archers on 49th
Parallel and The Life and Death of
Colonel Blimp. His dry-wit, passion for
his craft, years as a charming leading
man and an introverted personality—
he perfectly embodied Lermontov.

Walbrook was a famous actor on the
stage and film in Austria

and Weimar Germany. He

was born Adolf Wohlbrick

and, being half-Jewish, fled
Germany with Hitler’s regime

rising to power. Moving

to England, he quickly de-
Germanized his name to

Anton Walbrook.

“Adolf is not a very popular
name now,” He said with a
smirk.

Walbrook lived a tragic life
for years; an isolated gay
man, uprooted from his
home, persecuted by his
country, forced to change

his name, and unable to become an
English citizen due to wartime policy.
He obsessed over his craft, acting
being part of his identity no one could
take away.

From a young star to his death,
he avoided publicity even more
notoriously than Greta Garbo—
hardly ever giving interviews. Nearly
a decade before the film was in

-



OF ALL THE FILMS THEY
MADE, THIS IS THE ONE
THAT SEEMS TO CAST

A SPELL ON MANY
PEOPLE, BECAVUSE IT
WEAVES A MYSTERY AND
OBSESSION—IT BECOMES
A FILM ABOUT TRE
CREATIVE DRIVE.

A Michael Powell and Moira Shearer on the set of The Red Shoes.

production, Walbrook was already speaking like his
future character Lermontov.

“| would rather make a sandwich at home than dine
out at a restaurant,” he said when asked about
social life.

“He was grand in the old star manner. He wore dark
glasses, had a special caravan where he ate lunch
alone and never mixed with the rest of the cast,”
Moira Shearer said of Walbrook.

Walbrook’s performance as the suave, mysterious
Lermontov is the centerpiece that ties everything
together and adds nuance to the film. He
commands the scene no matter how small his
part or physical size in the frame. His unavoidable
screen presence is potentially only rivaled by the
Japanese actor Toshiro Mifune.

< Vicky processes her personal and performative pressures.

The Red Shoes inspired countless filmmakers, most
notably Martin Scorsese. The Archers’ talent for
writing and directing pictures, Cardiff’s unique
cinematography, the incredibly choreographed
ballet sequences, the whimsical score, and
Walbrook’s performance are some of the many
things that make the film timeless.

But, the most enduring part of The Red Shoes has
to be the universal theme of life and art, choice
and consequence, best explained by Scorsese
himself:

“That's the way it is with art. It’s not that you want
to do it, it’s that you have to do it. You have no
choice. You have to live it and it comes with a price.
But, what a time in paying it.”







