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This book is dedicated to the man I married

at a Justice of the Peace office in Saratoga Springs

on September 22, 1967.





O the wo that is in marriage!

The Wife of Bath
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a book about marriage in the movies, and yes, I am married. I have been for forty-five years, and to the same saint of a guy. When we first announced we’d wed, his friends gave it five minutes, and mine about ten. Yet here we are, forty-five years later, long after most of them have hit the divorce courts at least once. (Somebody once told me, “You two are like one of those movie marriages where he’s a cowboy and she’s a fashion designer and the whole audience knows it’s never gonna work, but the movie claims it will.”)

In writing this book, I am doing something unfashionable. I am describing stars and stories and business strategies, and I am not analyzing sociological and cultural influences, discussing psychoanalytical theory or the differences between the male and the female gaze. These things are all worthwhile pursuits, but this book is an overview of how commercial movies told the story of marriage, and how they used it to draw audiences into the theater. The book is descriptive, historical, and personally speculative. It’s about what the average person saw and heard at the movie theater. Nothing more and nothing less. It’s written in plain language, and it just tries to describe what was there up on the screen over a few decades of American life. It is not heavily footnoted (except with personal asides), but it is carefully researched. In presenting it, I am well aware that scholars won’t think it’s scholarly enough, and general readers will think it’s too scholarly. It’s a book for people who like movies and want to share a conversation about them.

This book does not represent how I teach my film classes: it’s a book about content rather than a formalist examination of movie aesthetics. I chose to do this because in watching marriage movies, I felt that they were pitched at the audience’s own level of experience more closely than any other type of movie I had seen. These movies were about content. They were talking to an audience who knew the subject, knew the subtext, knew the reality. I think this is one of the reasons that the topic of marriage in the movies, unlike the American West, horror, melodrama, combat, crime, and others, has not yet captured the full attention of academia. There are books on romantic comedy, and books on runaway brides, and Stanley Cavell’s well-respected book on comedies of remarriage, but very little on marriage itself.

Cavell’s book uses a series of celebrated screwball comedies from the 1930s and early 1940s to discuss the well-known characteristics of the genre but also to use the films to ask philosophical questions: What is a marriage? Is marriage merely habit? If the habits aren’t working, should the marriage be broken up? And what are the habits that American popular culture encourages audiences to pursue? Cavell discusses the transformative process of marriage between a man and a woman, and he uses recognizable film-studies issues such as the way movies begat movies, how they always refer to each other (concepts of film genre study), and how movie stars become real to viewers as a persona they carry from film to film. Cavell translates philosophical issues onto popular Hollywood comedies. He understands that people who went to the movies experienced them as a conversation carried from film to film, a conversation that influenced the way American filmgoers thought, felt, and responded to life. Cavell’s thoughts are beautifully expressed, and his appreciation of the films he writes about is deep and joyous. My book differs in one simple way: he uses movies to think about philosophy; I use them to think about movies.

I have already written about certain movie marriages in A Woman’s View: How Hollywood Spoke to Women, 1930–1960, so I did not redescribe any of those films, some of which, such as Week-end Marriage, Roughly Speaking, and I’ll See You in My Dreams, are significant. I also had to select which other movies to write about, and there were many choices. This means that some movies with interesting marriages aren’t discussed: The Arrangement, Dust Be My Destiny, So Goes My Love, Come Live with Me, Cinderella Jones, Good Sam, Next Time We Love, She Married Her Boss, There’s Always Tomorrow (both versions), The Letter, Written on the Wind, Seems Like Old Times, The Enchanted Cottage, The Stratton Story, Such Good Friends, Hot Blood, Home from the Hill, Wild Is the Wind, Invitation, My Foolish Heart, Walls of Jericho, Mr. Skeffington, Craig’s Wife (and the remake, Harriet Craig), I Married a Monster from Outer Space, Illicit, Ex-Lady, Woman in Hiding, aspects of Preston Sturges’s films, and countless others. As I completed this book, a new interest in marriage seemed to be surfacing after a period of time in which the institution had become almost anachronistic. I hope that new interest will carry over to this book, and into a willingness to hear through these pages what older movies had to say about the subject.

“Marriage,” said Eddie Cantor, long wed to his Ida and the parent of five daughters, “is not a word. It’s a sentence.”


INTRODUCTION

Once upon a time, I decided to write a book about marriage in the movies, and I had no idea that might prove to be a problem. Both Molly Haskell and David Thomson told me it would, but I didn’t listen. I had even been warned about it by filmmakers. (Frank Capra said, “Embrace happy marriage in real life, but keep away from it onscreen.”) I had read research in which executives such as Sam Briskin, RKO’s production chief, complained about the married couple in John Ford’s The Plough and the Stars: “Why make a picture where a man and woman are married? The main thing about pictures is love or sex. Here you’ve got a man and woman married at the start—who’s interested in that?” I didn’t pay any attention. I just wanted to write a book about marriage in the movies.

I started out by asking friends and colleagues to tell me their favorite marriage movies. In almost every case, they stared at me blankly and had no answer. A few imaginative souls came up with the Thin Man series or The Awful Truth, but that was about it for the suggestion pile. Of course, the Thin Man movies and The Awful Truth aren’t really marriage movies; they have marriages in them, but that doesn’t make them marriage movies. The Thin Man is about a detective who solves murders. He has a wife and she tags along, looking extremely chic, and the two of them are utterly charming together whenever they cohabit the screen. But the movies are not about marriage per se; they are about who murdered whom while other guests at the table were dining on breast of guinea hen. As for The Awful Truth, it’s a delightful screwball comedy in which a married couple gets divorced in the first few minutes and spends the rest of the movie romping around and insulting each other until they fall in love all over again. There’s no domesticity on display.

In short, no one came up with a list of real marriage movies for me. But why? Why weren’t people bombarding me with titles, the way they’d always done with every other subject, whether I wanted them to or not? I knew perfectly well that movies told stories about marriage. Starting my research, I read the original reviews of hundreds of movies in Variety and The New York Times and combed through my extensive collection of vintage movie posters, magazines, pressbooks, and reviews from the era of the studio system.

The first thing that struck me came as a surprise. In plot terms, there were relatively few sound movies that were only about the state of being married. And even though fan magazines such as Photoplay ran monthly columns (“Brief Reviews”) designed to give readers a quick reference guide to plot types, there was no generic category designated as “marriage movie” (“domestic drama” sometimes, but never “marriage movie”).1

This advertising practice was consistent. The September 1939 issue of Photoplay indicates how clearly (and easily) the guidelines worked: Dodge City (western); Bridal Suite (madcap comedy); Big Town Czar (gangsters); Clouds Over Europe (mystery); Back Door to Heaven (social-message picture); Confessions of a Nazi Spy (propaganda); and The Wizard of Oz (musical fantasy). (Variety also identified movies by type. As Husbands Go [1930] was “a drawing room comedy-drama.”) In these columns, any movie built around a big-name star was identified as such (“a Shirley Temple film” or “the latest Deanna Durbin”), or even as imitative of a successful star (“a Sonja Henie film without Henie”). Sometimes movies were defined by other movies (“kind of a Mr. Deeds” or “another Informer,” because Mr. Deeds Goes to Town was a box-office hit and The Informer was an Oscar winner). But there was no “marriage movie,” and advertising conformed to this practice.

For example, the 1951 film Close to My Heart is a marital soap opera in which a husband (Ray Milland) has a serious conflict with his wife (Gene Tierney) over adopting a child. Magazine ads feature a large picture of Milland and Tierney, his lips hovering over hers in a hot embrace. Shown full-face, Milland looks suave and handsome, and Tierney, in profile, looks willing and submissive. The tag line says, “This thing called love … and the wonderful things it makes happen … There’s the best reason in the world for everybody to see this picture: it’s great and makes you feel great!” Nobody’s doing the dishes, taking out the garbage, changing any diapers, or mentioning “marriage.” Down in the corner, however, there’s a very small photo of Tierney holding a baby. Beside it runs the line: “We’re not going to tell you how Danny fits into this picture … Let’s simply say that he’s one of the reasons that moviegoers of every age, everywhere, have taken Close to My Heart close to their hearts.” Looking at this ad, potential ticket buyers would inevitably focus on the hot-looking Milland and Tierney. As to that kid hovering way down in the corner—why is he there? Are Milland and Tierney by any chance married? The ad writers are not going to be the ones to tell us.

Movies about married couples were almost without exception sold as “love” or “romance” instead of “marriage.” Romance was the motion-picture cash cow, but any kind of misdirection would do. In The Homestretch (1947), a couple marry outside their own class backgrounds and suffer for it. (“Your kind of romance!” said the poster.) In Over 21 (1945), a middle-aged pair struggle with the changes World War II brings to their marriage. (“Theirs is the kind of fun that makes the world go round!”) An Innocent Affair (1948; also known as Don’t Trust Your Husband), starring Fred MacMurray and Madeleine Carroll, tells a discouraging tale of imagined infidelity, but it was sold as “a saucy, glossy comedy.” In Rachel and the Stranger (1948), in which William Holden purchases and weds an indentured servant (Loretta Young), the story was marketed as “an unusual pioneer picture”; and when a postwar GI (Holden again) and his youthful, pregnant wife (Jeanne Crain) can’t find housing or enough money to live on in Apartment for Peggy (1948), the movie ads claimed that the story had “humor, wisdom and sentiment.” No mention of marriage woes and pressures. Even Pitfall (also 1948), a film noir in which a husband (Dick Powell) strays, shoots a man, and messes up his relationship with his wife, was disguised as “a strong domestic drama.”

Alfred Hitchcock’s Oscar-winning Best Film, Rebecca (1940), based on Daphne du Maurier’s famous book, featured an unlikely marriage, a possible murder, and a mansion haunted by an ex-wife. Ads told would-be audiences that the film was about “a man … a young girl … gloriously in love … a great dramatic romance.” The Very Thought of You (1944) was a World War II release starring Dennis Morgan and Eleanor Parker, a tender story of the problems a young couple encounter when they marry after a brief courtship just before he ships out. The film conveys an honest wartime sadness that adds up to a depressing portrait of a dysfunctional American family, but the ads trumpeted happily: “Want to see one great big honey of a picture about Rookies and their Cookies? … Here’s a screenful of huggin’ and kissin’ where every hug and kiss feels like it’s meant for you! Want to have some—what we mean—fun?” Perhaps the ultimate in deception in movie advertising was for Madame Curie (1943). Boasting the presence of “the romantic stars of Mrs. Miniver” (Greer Garson and Walter Pidgeon), the prevue trailer describes the wedded union of the Nobel Prize–winning scientists Pierre and Marie Curie as “a strange journey into the unknown … the love story of the most exciting woman of her day.” No mention of radium, science, or the Periodic Table of Elements.

Even when the subject was implied in the film’s title, the ads misdirected. Father Takes a Wife (1941) is a story of a wealthy older man (Adolphe Menjou) who weds a famous actress (Gloria Swanson) over the objections of his grown‑up children. “There’s glamour on the screen again because Gloria’s back!” the advertising campaign claimed. The film was categorized as “romantic comedy” and variously described as “hilariously amorous … about two lovebirds … a screaming comedy.” Marriage Is a Private Affair (1944), starring Lana Turner, was dubbed “a wartime romance” in movie review columns, though it’s actually the story of a hasty wartime marriage that goes on the rocks. The sales poster featured a very large (and beautiful) drawing of the luscious young Turner at the peak of her new stardom. Under her name in giant letters is the film’s title in a smaller type. The tag line says, “It’s So Romantic!” and a corner box notes Lana’s thirty-five costume changes.2

When a movie really absolutely was a marriage film and nothing else, the advertising still skirted the issue. The 1940 movie Penny Serenade, starring Irene Dunne and Cary Grant, is the story of a marriage gone on the rocks; it’s a marriage movie if there ever was one. Yet Photoplay labeled it “a romantic love story … a Dunne-Grant co-starrer.” The original sales trailer made for a Clark Gable/Myrna Loy/Jean Harlow film about marriage, Wife vs. Secretary (1936), also totally avoided its main subject. “In this gay story of love and laughter,” says the copy, “which one did he choose?”—there’s no mention of the fact that he’d already chosen one of them several years before the story began. Wife vs. Secretary was sold as “an ultra modern story about three people in love.”

Reading about these movies, and noting how they avoided the label “marriage,” I remembered back to when I worked in a small-town movie theater in the early 1950s. We showed up at 5:45 p.m. to pop the corn, vacuum the rugs, lay out the candy bars, set up the ticket machines, and prepare to open the house at seven. My job was always to answer the phone and wrangle the twenty or so chatty calls about that night’s “show” (as we called it). Nobody needed to ask what time the feature started. It had been starting at 7:30 p.m.—in boiling heat, torrential rain, and below-zero cold—for well over twenty-five years. Callers had only two questions: “Who’s in the movie?” and “What kind of movie is it?” They weren’t hard to answer. All I had to do was nail down the star (Betty Grable = songs, legs, and Technicolor) or the genre (western = horses, guns, and cowboy hats) and I was home free. Stars and stories were all I needed to know.

As I thought about those days and those conversations, I realized that there was one word I had never used in explaining or selling a movie: “marriage.” I never described a “show” as a “marriage movie.” What’s more, neither did anyone else. I didn’t remember—then or now—anyone claiming they’d just seen the latest “marriage movie” or “the best marriage movie ever made.”

Why would everyone—in both the movie business and the audience—want to avoid the label “marriage”? Marriage was presumably everybody’s business. People were either born into one, born outside of one, living in one, living outside of one, trying to woo someone into one, divorced from one, trying to get divorced from one, reading about one, dreaming about one, or just observing one from afar. For most people, it would be the central event—the biggest decision—of their lives. Marriage was the poor man’s trip to Paris and the shopgirl’s final goal. At the very least, it was a common touchstone. Unlike a fantasy film or a sci-fi adventure, a marriage story didn’t have to be explained or defined. Unlike a western or a gangster plot, it didn’t have to find a connection to bring a jolt of emotional recognition to an audience. Marriage was out there, free to be used and presented to people who knew what the deal was. Perfect!

But evidently not so perfect. Capra and Briskin and the movie ad men were onto something. Marriage, after all, was the known, not the unknown: the dull dinner party, not the madcap masquerade. It was a set of issues and events that audiences knew all too well offscreen. Unlike the wide-open frontier of the western, offering freedom and adventure, or the lyrical musical, with its fantasy of release through singing and dancing, or the woman’s film, with its placing of a marginalized social figure (the woman) at the center of the universe, or the gangster movie, with its violent excitement and obvious sexual freedom, the marriage film had to reflect what moviegoers already had experienced: marriage, in all its boredom and daily responsibilities.

Although marriage seemed at first glance to be a natural movie story form, I began to realize that it wasn’t that easy to deal with. Indeed, even on the simplest level, a marriage story was a screenwriter’s nightmare. Telling the story of a marriage meant somehow being able to unlock a secret—the vast mystery that explains what She sees in Him and why He should put up with Her. Such a movie had to show what happens when a couple close their doors at the end of the day and the unexplained dynamic between them—partly about sex, which couldn’t even be shown—would unfold. And there were bigger problems. When most marriages go downhill, it’s because the partners, for whatever reason, have begun to turn against each other. Screenplays, therefore, had to make a marriage kill itself—and then find a way to rush in with some trumped‑up emergency, wipe the blood off, and resuscitate it.

Marriage was both a rigid social contract and a state of mind. When turned into a movie, its goals became restrictive and evasive. They were hard to quantify and demonstrate. “Happiness” may seem like a straightforward goal for a story’s characters, but only if they’re moving toward it, not when they’re supposed to be already there. Happiness is no easier for a film to define and pursue than it is for an individual in real life. Unlike a war film, a marriage film couldn’t win. Unlike a woman’s film, it didn’t offer an adventure or experience of freedom that most women couldn’t achieve in real life.

Worst of all, marriage had no story arc. It just went on, day after day, month after month, year after year. Marriage took time, and movies had no time to give to it.3 A good movie was usually a story in a hurry—good pacing being one of its best characteristics. Marriage took years to develop and mature. Novels could be written about marriages, and plays could crystallize their tensions into significant scenes of dialogue; but movies … what were movies to do in ninety minutes?

In The Power of Myth, Bill Moyers interviews Joseph Campbell about marriage: “What is marriage? … It’s different from a love affair … When people get married because they think it’s a long-time love affair, they’ll be divorced very soon, because all love affairs end in disappointment.” In the movies, all love affairs supposedly ended in marriage, which by Campbell’s definition meant all movie marriages would begin in disappointment. If we stayed in our seats, we’d be let down. Since marriage was the “You stayed in your seats, you fools” variation of a love story, what could moviemakers do with their fundamental problem: telling an entertaining story about disappointment and failure? It was obvious that to tell such a story—and to give it oomph, get it out of the house, as it were—a problem would have to be created that might threaten, destroy, undermine, question, or somehow subvert the status of wedded bliss. Mates would have to die. Houses would have to burn down. Wars would have to sweep over cozy and secure little worlds. Lovers would have to fall out, and new lovers would emerge. Children would have to disappear, never appear; die or run away. Was any of this going to be entertaining? Perhaps … if set to operatic music, or justified by literary credentials. Or goosed up by costumes and settings, fortified by star power. But the bottom line for the business was apparent: in a movie that told the story of the recognizable workings of a marriage, the problem that motivated the plot might upset audiences, because it might depict the circumstances of their own lives too negatively to be entertaining. A marriage movie would have to sell disappointment to be credible—and would then have to demonstrate how that same disappointment was bogus and restore order.

And there was more than disappointment to think about. American moviegoers liked action—some kind of forward movement that glued them to their seats. They liked the chase, not the capture. They preferred the excitement of solving a problem to the smug satisfaction of a dubious solution. From the very beginning of the silent era, audiences responded happily to physical complications: runaway trains and cars, dancing bears and charging bulls, exploding cookstoves, sinking ships, and marauding crooks. In a slapstick comedy, everybody had to go on the run to resolve little daily problems. They would run and run and run—and then fall into the water, or off a cliff, or out of a car, or just into the bushes, after which the fun was over. The End. This “run for fun” was not unlike a romantic quest for a life partner, in which case the ending could be called the happily-ever-after tradition. After some charming romantic shenanigans, the couple could fall not off a cliff, but into love—and that “fall” would clearly imply the next step: marriage. But nobody needed to see the marriage. After the fall, the fun was over. Time to go home.

The romantic-chase movie, whether comedy or drama, reached fulfillment with the capture of the desired love. It was boy meets girl, boy gets girl. Finis. Courtship—defined as a forward-moving romantic romp—provided endless variations and was about winning, not losing, and most of all about finishing and resolving. This became the traditional bargain Hollywood made with audiences, and it was an arrangement most audiences were happy to accept. And why not? Did anyone want to imagine that Ilsa and Victor Laszlo’s plane would crash? That they would divorce? That Captain Renault would step on a land mine and Rick would go back to America and open a hot-dog stand in Jersey? Of course not. Everyone wanted to leave them all in a glamorous fog on the Casablanca tarmac, hat brims pulled down low, morals ramped up high, no future necessary.4

It was quite another thing to keep the fun going into the other half of the equation—the married part. It was a bigger challenge to keep the magic alive after the couple said “I do,” to keep the story from turning into a very bitter and disillusioned “I don’t.” A movie about marriage—not a movie about the quest for love that could lead to marriage—was automatically in opposition to the terms of the romantic-moviegoing bargain.

I began to understand why “marriage” was not a term that was used to lure audiences into theaters. A tale about marriage was a story form in which filmmakers could not easily dictate an escapist path. It was the dangerous business intersection where moviemakers and the moviegoing public faced off as equals. A poet wrote that to an ordinary housewife, the darkness of the movie theater was “the fur she could afford”—but what if the story was about the rabbity old thing she brought in with her? Any housewife might accept that she wasn’t ever going to get the jewelry, the yacht, or the champagne seduction. She’d know it was too late to “meet cute” with Jimmy Stewart, thrill to a moonlight coupling with Clark Gable, or undergo a lively wedding process with Cary Grant. She understood she’d never dance with Fred Astaire, her feathers floating slowly to the floor around his feet. She was willing to buy those dreams anyway, because accepting the con was worth it. But what if a movie tried to convince her that a perfect world of happily-ever-after was true? It was hard to know what the customer wanted when you were selling her a product she had already bought.

For audiences, marriage was like Mom and apple pie, a signpost to their own reality in the way that churches, stores, streets, fur coats, fireplaces, and roving cattle could be. Such things located audiences in time and space. Marriage said, “Something you know is here, something you’ve experienced.” For anything believably exciting to happen, it was best used only as an end goal and kept offscreen; otherwise, the leading man and woman were locked into their positions, already defined in their sex lives, their romantic lives, and their relationships. Popular movies wanted to lead men and women to one another—also to salvation, Europe, outer space, the Wild West, parts unknown, and possibly to hell and back, but really to one another. Such quests suggest to an audience that there is more for them in life—another, better quest if they are already married, or something fabulous if they’re not. More: that’s what movies always offered the public. It could be more in terms of adventure, romance, heartbreak, money, satisfaction, wardrobe, whatever—but something more. It was that something more that American movie audiences went to the movies to get. And because of that something more, the business of moviemaking found it a better idea to sell love rather than marriage and never to call the marriage movies they made what they actually were.

The sense of marriage as a problem did, though, become a much-discussed issue inside many movies. All through film history, then and now, there’s a constant yammering about marriage, and not much of it is positive. A book could be constructed out of nothing but quotes about marriage that were uttered in movies. “Marriage,” says Robert Benchley in Janie Gets Married (1946), “is being locked in a boxcar with a mad horse.” In Living on Velvet (1935), Kay Francis realizes she wants a solid, simple home life (in her furs and jewels) but has married a footloose airplane pilot. “Same old story,” she muses: “young romantic girl marries a man in order to reform him.” Rosalind Russell in Craig’s Wife (1936) thinks that’s a good plan: “No man’s born ready for marriage. He has to be trained.” In Latin Lovers (1953), Ricardo Montalban says that if he tells his fiancée everything, “once we’re married, there’ll be no surprises.” His uncle (Louis Calhern) tells him, “Believe me, once you are married, there never are.” In Boom Town (1940), Claudette Colbert wears an apron in a cheap shack in a Latin American oil field and muses about her married life: “Happiness doesn’t come easy. I’ve learned that.” Playing Andrew Jackson’s wife, Rachel, in The Gorgeous Hussy (1936), Beulah Bondi thoughtfully puffs on her corncob pipe and informs Joan Crawford, “Marriage ain’t a party dress. You gotta wear it mornin’, noon, and night.” When handsome architect Robert Young starts spending all day with his chic client Mary Astor in Claudia and David (1946), he snaps at his jealous young wife, “Do you think marriage means the end of all other human contact?” Danny Thomas begs his wife (Doris Day) in I’ll See You in My Dreams (1951), “Please, please let me make one decision … a man’s gotta be a man in his own house … Stop running my life!” Even unmarried characters yak about it. Road to Singapore (1940) opens with Bob Hope and Bing Crosby all set to begin the first of their seven successful road trips. They’re on a ship’s deck, watching a seaman’s wife give him a quick embrace, grab his pay envelope, and tuck it safely into her blouse. “There you are, Josh,” says Hope. “That’s married life for you.” Crosby replies, “You know, if the world was run right, only women would get married.”5 This opening dialogue was a surefire joke, designed to grab the audience and make it love the two carefree, rootless heroes. As they watch a sailor wheel a baby carriage, surrounded by his nagging wife and three other kids, Crosby warns Hope, “Let that be a lesson to you.”6 Hope and Crosby give the male view; and a radiantly Technicolored Rita Hayworth sings the female variation to not one, but two, leading men (Larry Parks, Marc Platt) in Down to Earth (1947): “I want to marry the two of you … I will have a man for lovin’/And a man to fix the oven too/One with endurance/the other with plenty of life insurance.” Marriage, as Hollywood understood it, was clearly a problem, as articulated by the venerable Judge Hardy in Judge Hardy and Son (1939). (The Hardy series was famous for its “man-to-man” talks between father and son, the judge portrayed by Lewis Stone with Mickey Rooney as his youngest, Andy.) Calling marriage “the biggest responsibility a man can undertake,” the judge offers Andy his definitive observations: “In all the relationships between a man and a woman, both before and after marriage, it’s one series of adjustments after another with each other in which each one must adjust their whims to the other’s liking and help each other realize what will prevent friction.” Andy’s response? “Dad, you don’t make marriage sound like any picnic.”7 Playing the dully married title character in H. M. Pulham, Esq. (1941), Robert Young summed it all up: “When you come right down to it, why does anyone marry anyone?” The answer comes from one of a group of convicts in You and Me (1938): “Some chump ate an apple once and the rest of us chumps have been gettin’ cramps from it ever since … regular.”8 And as for the romantic notion that the perfect mate awaits out there somewhere in the ozone? When Katy Jurado (in 1956’s Trapeze) tells Burt Lancaster, “Someday you’ll find the right woman and get married,” he wastes no time in snapping back, “Nobody finds the right woman.” The story of marriage was discussed in popular art forms as a failed enterprise, with everyone seemingly in agreement on the issue. The popular song “Makin’ Whoopee,” written in 1928, had lyrics that laid out a plot progression for the average marriage. At first “he’s” a happy groom, and “she’s” another bride; they’re off on a sunny honeymoon and then ensconced in “a little love nest.” Soon enough, she’s “neglected” and he’s “suspected.” There’s no money, and in the divorce court he finds out he’ll owe more alimony than he earns. He thinks it’ll be cheaper to keep her, and that’s what he gets for “makin’ whoopee.” It’s the story of a marriage set to music, infused with comedy, but all too accurate in its sense of doom, all too familiar in its story. Who would want to pay money to see it acted out in all its discouraging detail?

The challenge to movies was to find a way to link the desire for marriage—or the desire to escape marriage—directly to the audience in a way the audience wanted to experience it. As a business, Hollywood concerned itself with what it termed “audience values.” When questioned about the über-stardom generated by her dramatic and unusual beauty, Joan Crawford once famously commented that if audiences wanted to see the girl next door, they’d go next door and not out to the movies to spend their hard-earned money. A lot of things might be said about Crawford (and they have been), but no one ever suggested she didn’t understand what the Hollywood game was all about. For her, the studio system and its business practices were a college education, and she was an A-plus student. She knew movies needed someone like her—someone who wasn’t living down the street, someone to lure them into the theater. Crawford knew that no matter how much money she made or how much jewelry she bought, she was still a highly paid shill created to help fulfill what Hollywood euphemistically called “audience values.” In his book Irving Thalberg: Boy Wonder to Producer Prince, Mark A. Vieira quotes the famous MGM producer as calling “audience values” the “most important element in a motion picture script.” Admitting that the concept was difficult to define, Thalberg added that without these elusive qualities “no picture has audience appeal or greatness. I might say that almost without exception, every great picture has audience values.” “Fulfilling the audience’s values” sounded noble, but it was only camouflage for what they really meant: “picking the public’s pockets.”

The movie business always tried to find a way to please as wide an audience as possible. As early as 1927, writing in a book entitled Building Theater Patronage: Management and Merchandising, J. F. Barry and E. W. Sargent reminded readers that “photoplays cannot be made with only one type of audience in mind. Nor can they be made for any particular community … In fact, in every photoplay there are different highlights which when brought to the attention of different groups or different classes of the community … can be selected around which to build an advertising campaign.”

In selling their movie dreams, Hollywood studios understood that the best way was to connect as directly as possible to the audience’s real-life experience, and then draw them up and out of it and into a dream world. First, the friendly reality … then the luxurious escape hatch. Start with a poor little girl working in a department store or a box factory—preferably some “poor little girl” like Joan Crawford. Take her out of that store upward and onward to furs, jewels, penthouses, caviar, champagne, and Clark Gable. (Now you’re talkin’ audience values!) Marriage could be used that way. It could be disguised, reshaped, broken, and rebuilt, put to other purposes. Hollywood didn’t throw away anything useful, and it always searched for the positive. The marriage story might be a challenge, but wasn’t it also a useful, ready-made direct link to the audience—that “built-in” connection to “audience values” the business was always looking for? Couldn’t it function like the horror film, by showing us all the bad and scary things, and then making them go away?

Marriage was a given, a kind of freebie for movie stories. The ghost of marriage hangs over all kinds of films. What did Shane, the lone cowpoke, ride away from? A marriage, with a home and a family. What did men in combat think about, talk about, and write home to? The wives and marriages they had left behind. What was a no-no for an on-the-run gangster, because it would finally trip him up? Marriage. And what, of course, was the goal of all romantic comedies, and dramas? Marriage, marriage, marriage.

Marriage was out there, ready to be used. But what could the marriage movie do for audiences that was positive? To entertain them, reassure them, lift them up and away? To motivate them to buy tickets? What could be its purpose? Satirization of an institution everyone knew was flawed but needed to sentimentalize anyway? A few shared laughs over a set of restrictions that had been set by society and agreed on? The killing of the contract through death, murder, train accidents—anything that could suddenly liberate a married person to move to another genre? What?

Because marriage was a finish line, not a starting place, it made a good background for other types of stories. It could be a supporting player. It served with distinction as a tragic backdrop for stories about deaths of children and mates, and wives driven by poverty into prostitution. It was effective representing the stable household that the roving western hero could not (or would not) attain, and explaining stolid characters like Andy Hardy and George Bailey, who were products of traditionally defined “happy marriages, normal households.” It was highly suitable for true-life biographies. These stories were gender-flexible. Émile Zola writes, Mrs. Zola hands him a dish of pie. Madame Curie titrates, Monsieur Curie hands her a petri dish. Audiences could see that men like Zola and Louis Pasteur were able to do what they did because they were happily married, and Marie Curie could discover radium because she was Madame Curie, with a convenient, Nobel Prize–winning husband (until he got absentminded, the way husbands do, and walked in front of a carriage and got run over).

Marriage could be used like a chemical element. It could stand alone, merge with another element, lie dormant inside other elements, or become part of an alloy involving the combination of many elements. Its property—a marriage certificate that never changes—can be transposed into something else by such catalysts as history, society, and emotional recklessness. It is a status that can appear anywhere, at any time, in any film. It was like characters such as doctors, or settings such as kitchens, or actions such as driving a car. Doctors can be doctors (in medical films) or subjects for biopics (Dr. Ehrlich’s Magic Bullet), or love interests (in both versions of Magnificent Obsession). They can also be western heroes (The Hanging Tree and My Darling Clementine) or war heroes (The Story of Dr. Wassell, Homecoming, Battle Circus), or comic heroes (M*A*S*H, People Will Talk, The Disorderly Orderly). Kitchens can appear in screwball comedies (My Man Godfrey), westerns (The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance), melodramas (Imitation of Life, 1934 version), gangster movies (The Public Enemy, The Godfather), and many others. Driving a car—or a wagon, or a stagecoach, or a mule, or a spaceship—is ubiquitous, and the point is that some kinds of characters, settings, and actions are so adaptable that they can literally go anywhere. Marriage is like that.

Whenever a marriage movie came onscreen, it could ask a series of questions that audiences could clearly recognize as issues in their own lives. Who wears the pants in the marriage? Did you choose the right mate? Are your values the same? Do you have enough money or too much money? Are you keeping your marriage vows? Does your mate “understand” you? Do your in-laws interfere? Do you get along on a daily basis? Can you trust each other? Can you deal with pressures that fall on you that are outside your control? Did you marry outside your class? Do you want a divorce?

Having concluded that marriage in the movies was that damned elusive Pimpernel, I began watching the films anyway—films across decades, across different genres, and with different tones of voice (drama, comedy, musical). I watched a constant stream of movies that were either about marriages or had marriages somewhere in them. At the end of three years of screenings, I summed up the basics I had learned:


1. Writing about marriage in the movies was indeed a problem.

2. There were movies that were strictly about the condition of being married, but there weren’t many of them, and there were fewer and fewer as film history advanced.

3. The film business was consistent in almost never labeling a movie a “marriage” film, and it avoided the word as much as possible in all forms of advertising unless it could be made comic or eroticized.



The bottom line was that the marriage movie was a difficult story to both tell and sell, because to find dramatic purpose, it had to become negative about itself in a positive way. It had to both link to and escape from reality, and it had to remember that the audience already knew its secrets.

The business didn’t trust it, audiences didn’t really want it, but marriage could never be ignored. It was everywhere and nowhere, the genre that dared not speak its name, the ghost that hung over the happy ending of every romantic comedy. As a subject, it existed to be achieved (jolly comedy, great love story), destroyed (death, murder, tragedy), or denied (divorce). If it was achieved, the movie was over. If it was destroyed, it was no longer there, gotten rid of and abandoned once and for all. If it was denied, it was only temporarily shelved (for some fun) and could be reassuringly restored. The more I studied it, the more I realized that although marriage was indeed a very difficult topic to locate and identify in movies, its history was an example of how audiences and filmmakers influenced each other, reflected each other, and defined each other. It was a problem because at its core it contained a contradiction. “I do,” it said—and also “I don’t.” I decided that it was the very contradictions and complexities of the marriage film that made it worth writing about.


1 Sometimes “marriage” would appear in a title as a joke or to suggest something slightly racy or intriguing: He Married His Wife, but such a film was usually a screwball comedy. Sometimes “husband” or “wife” would be used in a title for sexual innuendo. For My Favorite Wife, there were “two blazing brides—and only one blushing!”

2 The poster uses “marriage” in its title at a time (during World War II) when the audience was particularly concerned about its sanctity, with men overseas and wives left behind at home. The ad images ignore it for the bigger sales appeal of its star and her wardrobe.

3 “People are married by time,” says Frank Morgan to his wife of many years (Spring Byington) in 1942’s Vanishing Virginian, “not by the marriage vows.”

4 All film historians know that “the Hollywood happy ending” was only one part of the complex outpouring of movies from the studio system. It’s an oversimplification to imagine that’s all there was, but the romantic escapist movie fit the pattern.

5 Comedy dialogue about marriage is often shockingly misogynistic. In Women Are Like That (1938), a character sagely advises that where men went wrong was that “society made a mistake when it separated women from goats and took the women into the home.”

6 This Singapore dialogue was typical, and a real crowd-pleaser. Knock marriage, everyone will get the joke—but later on, sell love (Dorothy Lamour) and keep hope alive.

7 Later, Andy tells the truth: “All’s I ever get out of you are these man-to-man talks.”

8 These disparaging remarks have not disappeared from movies. Characters continue to tell us it’s a dreary and frustrating business. In Woody Allen’s celebrated Annie Hall (1977), a couple are interviewed separately as to how often they have sex. The man complains, “Hardly ever. Three times a week.” His wife rolls her eyes and says, “Constantly! I’d say three times a week.” In the distinguished literary movie The Last Station (2009), Count and Countess Tolstoy tear at each other viciously. When the countess (a superb Helen Mirren) becomes overly tragic, the count (Christopher Plummer) yells, “You need a Greek chorus!” Even in a movie aimed at the young-adult audience, marriage is savaged. In 2010’s Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief, the young heroes adventurously cross the river Styx to find Hades yelling to his wife, “Persephone! What’s taking you so long? Get over here!” She coldly replies, “Or what? I’m already in Hell.” It’s a definitive statement on many marriage movies.




PART ONE
THE SILENT ERA

In the silent-film era, movies told the story of marriage straightforwardly, as a familiar situation—and audiences cheerfully accepted it as such. The idea that marriage might be unappealing at the box office, or perhaps a depressing plot development, didn’t seem to exist in the same way it did later, in the studio-system years. Silent-film makers presented marriage as something audiences could and would recognize, and therefore enjoy seeing on the screen. In embracing the subject, they had available current history, past history, imaginary history … different tones, attitudes, moods … myriad events and characters … the works. Although it was a rigid or fixed social event, marriage could still be used flexibly. It could be the main event, the comic relief, or the tragic subplot. And, of course, it could always be linked to the surefire box-office concept of love.1

Unlike in later decades, many silent movies openly carried the concept in the title: The Marriage of William Ashe (1921); The Marriage Maker (1921); Man, Woman, Marriage (1921); The Marriage Chance (1922); Married People (1922); The Married Flapper (1922); The Marriage Market (1923); Marriage Morals (1923); The Marriage Cheat (1924); Marry in Haste (1924); Married Flirts (1924); The Marriage Circle (1924); Marriage in Transit (1925); Marry Me (1925); The Marriage Whirl (1925); Married? (1926); Marriage License (1926); The Marriage Clause (1926); Marriage (1927); Married Alive (1927); Marriage by Contract (1928); Marry the Poor Girl (1928); The Marriage Playground (1929); and Married in Hollywood (1929); etc. And this doesn’t include titles with the words “bride,” “groom,” “wife,” and “husband.”2

The marriage film found its basic definition in the silent era, and had no trouble doing so. Why would it? All anyone had to do to tell a story about marriage was to present a couple in love, get them married in the first scene (or open with them already married), set them up in a home of some sort, give them a recognizable problem, make the problem worse, and then resolve it. Couple, situation, problem, resolution: this is the pattern silent audiences saw and embraced, and their responses to it were clear. They would laugh at it. Or they would cry over it. Silent films were a beautiful art, and they were never simpleminded, but many of them often presented marriage in a basic mode, happy or sad. They went bipolar: raucous comedy or stark tragedy.

Both types could be shaped into cautionary tales. The comedy version provided audiences with release as they laughed at their own problem in a safe form, and the tragic one warned them things could be much, much worse. In other words, the pattern for stories about marriages was simple enough: Was it going to be a yes or a no version? Was it “I do” or “I don’t”? Would it divert or warn?

This “bipolar” approach to the basic setup (couple, wedding, home, problems) was a useful business discovery. It was one thing to treat marriage as a joke—that was predictable. The really significant thing was to accept it as a failed enterprise. Once it became clear that viewers had no trouble accepting the idea that marriages could turn into problems, that romance could fail, movies could show marriage as a disappointment without offending married couples. Up there on the screen, marriage didn’t have to be sacred. Entering a movie theater apparently was an absolution. Long before they had arrived in their seats, boy had met girl, boy had got girl, and boy had married girl. That part was over, and they apparently felt it was now okay for all hell to break loose on the screen. Nosy neighbors, hideous in-laws, naughty children, snotty and ungrateful children, interfering children, lost children, kidnapped children, crippled children, evil children. Uppity cooks, oversexed maids, lippy gardeners, and butlers with more class than their employers, because, lord knows, you just couldn’t get good help. Adultery, competition, bankruptcy, arson, death, murder, and suicide. Incest. War and plague. Earthquakes and typhoons and a household of terrible furniture never fully paid for.3 Marriage on film could be a world of woe, all the direct result of merely saying two words: “I do.” Marriage could be—and was—accepted as a hangover, the “after” of the happily-ever-after.

The hilarious comedy version was common in two-reelers, where lampooning marriage had great appeal for audiences. For filmmakers, it was an easy shorthand with which to connect to what men and women knew—and get them to laugh about it. In particular, Mack Sennett comedy shorts made use of marital conflicts between two incompatible mates. (Bring on the rolling pin and the mother-in-law jokes!) The mockery of marriage liberated everybody—audiences, who roared at what they recognized, and moviemakers, who rolled freely over its sacredness in all directions. Two great examples from Sennett star the wonderful team of Fatty Arbuckle and Mabel Normand, talented clowns of the silent era. In 1915, Fatty and Mabel made two gems, That Little Band of Gold and Fatty and Mabel’s Married Life. In the former, an entire romantic comedy is neatly wrapped up with one single title card: “A Kiss, A Pledge, A Ring.” (So much for the meet-cute.) Immediately following, after the marriage, trouble arrives. Another title card says it all: “And now she waits for him.” A few frames later, she’s being told “Your husband is sipping wine with a strange woman”—and suddenly it’s “all over but the alimony.” Mabel’s mother is very helpful in this brief but eloquent scenario. With no need for a title card, she is seen clearly mouthing the traditional words “I told you so” to Mabel when Fatty begins to misbehave.
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One of filmdom’s first (and funniest) mismatched married couples: Fatty Arbuckle and Mabel Normand in He Did and He Didn’t: how tight will she (should she?) tie that bow? (Photo Credit 1.1)



Fatty and Mabel’s Married Life, a self-labeled “farce comedy,” lays out what would always be a typical conflict in movies about marriage: the man goes out to work, and the woman is left home alone. When he comes back at night, he sits and smokes his cigar, and she has nothing to do but sew. Progress in their relationship is depicted by Mabel getting mad and throwing things and by Fatty falling down a lot. In the end, the police arrive and the neighbors are shocked. Crammed into the brief two reels of running time are such further developments as kisses and promises, mistakes and misunderstandings, apologies and accusations, tears and laughter—not to mention some gunfire, an organ grinder, and a monkey. All these things are pretty much what will become the basic elements of the marriage movies of the future, only with more gunfire and no organ grinder. (The monkey stays in the picture.)

Even comics such as Buster Keaton and Harold Lloyd, who created their own specific and original universes on film, used wretched marital behavior as basic material. In Spite Marriage (1929) Keaton becomes the victim of a sophisticated stage actress (Dorothy Sebastian) who marries him only after she’s been jilted, hence the film’s title. Keaton, a pants presser by trade, is then stuck with a tantrum-throwing bride who gets dead drunk on their wedding night and creates an awful scene in a nightclub. In My Wife’s Relations (1922), Keaton is yoked to an unloving Polish wife who has four huge and horrible brothers who constantly torment him physically and mentally and, despite everything, hilariously. Keaton is, in fact, a kind of house slave.4 Things change when the brothers mistakenly think Keaton’s inherited a fortune. “He’s rich,” one grouses. “Now we’ll have to be nice to him.” Another brother is more cerebral: “Let’s murder him first and then kill him.” When it came to marriage, Keaton’s character was snakebit. He and his new bride are happy in One Week (1920), but when they try to work together and assemble their little prefab house, nothing goes right.

Harold Lloyd made a charming two-reeler called I Do in 1921, in which he and his beloved surreptitiously elope, never realizing that her parents, who are dying to get them married, are facilitating their sneaky actions all the way. Lloyd’s best film about marriage is feature-length: Hot Water (1924). As the movie begins, the audience is treated to the following title card:


Married life is like dandruff—it falls heavily upon your shoulders—you get a lot of free advice about it—but up to date nothing has been found to cure it.



As the plot gets under way, Lloyd’s character says no matter what he’ll never exchange his freedom for marriage, but bang! He spots the lovely Jobyna Ralson, and his life is suddenly defined as: “A honeymoon—then rent to pay.” Lloyd has to support not only his wife but also her hideous family: a lazy lout of an older brother, a Dennis-the-Menace younger one (an artist with a pea shooter), and one of film’s most horrific mothers-in-law, played by Josephine Crowell. Crowell is described as having “the nerve of a book agent, the disposition of a dyspeptic landlord, and the heart of a traffic cop.” (And what’s more, she sleepwalks.) Lloyd earns a living for the sponging brood, runs their errands, puts up with their insults, and endures comic interludes that include his struggle to bring a live turkey home on a crowded streetcar as well as a terrifying ride with the family in his new automobile (“the Butterfly Six”). With help from his in-laws, the car is totaled.

The Keaton and Lloyd films are very funny, but if you described the events happening onscreen to a blind man, he’d probably weep. Most silent comedy presented marriage as hell. What made it work was that although the movies were saying “marriage is a disaster,” they were also winking and adding, “but it’s our disaster.” The comedy was empathic. It touched on issues that plagued ordinary people—in-laws, money, infidelity, misunderstandings—and exaggerated them into comic excess. There was a jaunty quality to the horror, an almost jolly sense of shared entrapment, with an underlying agreement that it may have happened to you, but it’s happened to all of us. The slapstick marriage comedy of the silent era had camaraderie on sale, and audiences bought it happily.

The wonderful thing about such rollicking cartoons was that although they were about marriage, you didn’t have to be married to enjoy them. They were just funny, with a wide appeal. Inside the brief twenty minutes of comic chaos was a solid honesty: kitchens, sofas, rocking chairs, dining tables, and bedrooms. Ordinary things such as furniture and mealtimes were juxtaposed with exaggerated details and unexpected twists. Marriage was marriage, with its daily routines, but added to it would be a round of burglaries, a monstrous mother-in-law, a set of misunderstandings, a matched pair of incompatible desires (he wants to smoke and read, she wants some excitement), and hand-to-hand combat with rolling pins, humidors, and frying pans—and a monkey. It was the marriage film made both comic and active, a marriage on its feet, up and running.

The cautionary-tale approach became the most typical of the marriage-movie plots. It could warn about any sort of topical problem; it maintained current morality; and it provided an opportunity to get around censorship or prudery by punishing whatever sin it decided to depict. Best of all, it reassured audiences. It showed them their troubles, but put them to rights. Its canny pattern of establishing normalcy (and proper values), following with a visual depiction of sinful behavior (pushed as far as the movies dared to go), and concluding with a restoration of the original family values, became the golden mean of marriage movies.

An example of the cautionary tale as a high-stakes drama is Cecil B. DeMille’s 1915 version of The Cheat, starring Fannie Ward and Sessue Hayakawa. The Cheat teaches audiences that there is passion out there, and danger, and delicious exotic “otherness”—but suggests they should experience it only at the movies, for the sake of their own flesh and the safety of their families. The Cheat’s social-butterfly wife is the treasurer of a charity, and when she wants to buy some expensive clothes she can’t afford, she uses the charity’s money to gamble on Wall Street. She loses. Unwilling to admit her indiscretion to her straitlaced husband, she accepts a loan from a “rich Oriental” (Hayakawa) in return for her “affections.” Her husband then unexpectedly (and conveniently) earns the same sum of money on his own, more successful speculations and gives it to his wife to spend as she wishes. When she happily takes the money to Hayakawa to cancel their arrangement, he calls her a “cheat.” To make his point, he spectacularly burns his brand on her naked shoulder, marking her as his property because he “bought” her. She then does what a silent-film woman is supposed to do: she shoots him. Unfortunately, her husband shows up and is arrested for the crime.

This tale of a cheating wife whose flesh gets burned is beyond cautionary. It is an outright warning, and it’s far more effective than it sounds. (A brief plot description cannot do full justice to the movie.) Hayakawa is exotic, and overtly presented as a sexually exciting Asian male. (He was reviewed in Variety as “the best Japanese heavy man that has been utilized in this fashion.”) The movie suggests that whereas the wife’s misuse of funds is unacceptably naughty indeed, her sexual excitement is thoroughly understandable. She’s a bored woman wed to a husband Variety describes as “one of the milk and water sop sort of husbands who really doesn’t know enough to assert himself as master of his own ménage.” Their marriage is correctly upper-class, but dull. The “loan” and the “arrangement” are alluring—hot stuff for the times—and anyone can understand why the wife falls under the almost hypnotic control of her exotic lover. DeMille’s use of editing to connect his lovers across time and space, as well as for the presentation of a sense of psychological space, is considered an important moment in his career as well as in the development of film language.

Audiences embraced The Cheat. It was a cautionary tale that struck close to home. Flesh branding they may not have experienced, but dull husbands they knew. The Cheat was so popular that it was remade twice, in 1923 with Pola Negri and in 1931 with Tallulah Bankhead.5 Since the audience knew what was required by the rules of marriage, the same basic story could be repeated with slight adjustments to reflect changing morality. In the 1923 version, Pola Negri’s would-be lover was no longer Asian, only a “fake Hindu prince.” The racial elements were totally abandoned. In 1931, Bankhead merely got a scoundrel, played by the lackluster Irving Pichel. Instead of being from an exotic culture, Pichel was “just back from the Orient,” a traveler to mysterious areas, rather than a mystery. What was directly connected to an audience’s sense of morality and racism in 1915 had been toned down in 1923. By 1931, the film openly treated the material as dated, as if women were branded weekly around the old small-town campfire. (Variety said, “Something of an ancient complexion clings to the story.”) The villain no longer has the power to hypnotize a naïve wife into submission—he just chases her around some cavernous sets as if he were trying to get a prom date. (With Bankhead playing her, who was to believe in her innocent inexperience?) And yet the film did well, because its fundamental excitement lay in a wife daring to be unfaithful but learning her lesson—which was a lesson for everyone. Some things went out of style, but caution was always smart.
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The story of marital lies, potential infidelities, and disasters represented by The Cheat was so popular, the movie was made three times between 1915 and 1931. DeMille’s 1915 prototype, with Sessue Hayakawa and Fannie Ward … (Photo Credit 1.2)
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… was remade in 1923 with Pola Negri and Charles de Roche …
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… and resurrected for a sound version in 1932 with Tallulah Bankhead and Irving Pichel.



An excellent example of the silent era’s “cautionary tale”—a prototype both tragic and comic—is D. W. Griffith’s aptly named 1928 feature The Battle of the Sexes (a remake of his own earlier 1914 version). In this film (which carries the credit “personally directed by D. W. Griffith”), the opening title card warns the audience: “The Battle of the Sexes—always being fought—never being won.” Jean Hersholt plays a very successful businessman (he’s just made over $250,000 on a single deal). He has a loving family: a son, a daughter, and a loyal wife. They are rich, happy, and fully satisfied with their marital and familial existence. The first scene establishes their domestic harmony in detail. Hersholt arrives home as everyone prepares to celebrate his wife’s birthday. This good woman (Belle Bennett) is modest, softly lovely, somewhat stout, and frankly middle-aged. The son (William Bakewell) and daughter (Sally O’Neil) seem to have nothing to do except stand around and adore their mom while she unwraps a cornucopia of lavish gifts: a crystal candy dish, a leather manicure set, French perfume, an expensive silken shawl. Then Hersholt, a jolly man, pulls a little surprise. “Mama … my coat … hang it up,” he instructs. Without a moment’s hesitation, even though it’s her birthday celebration, Mom dutifully hops up and goes to get the coat. Out of it falls a stuffed rabbit, and inside the rabbit is her secret gift from her husband: a diamond bracelet.

Candy dishes! Stuffed rabbits! Diamond bracelets! This is marriage as everyone knows it should be or wants it to be or dreams it will be. Mom makes a wish as she bends down to blow out the candles on her cake: “I wish that life could go on like this forever.” But Mom fails to snuff all the candles, and audiences know a
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