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To Sarah & Emily

(with Em being the catalyst)


BRINGING UP BABY

or

Save That Professor

Hepburn awakened Grant from

A prehistoric past to the

Present tense . . . present and tense.

Her love was a question of

Mind over matter; she didn’t

“Mind” and he didn’t matter.

But in a dark Connecticut

Forest they both lose their

Way and find each other.

Sometimes the middle of

Nowhere can lead to the

Most beautiful of places.

—Wes Gehring
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Frontispiece:

While It Happened One Night (1934, with Clark Gable and Claudette Colbert) is often credited with being the start of screwball comedy, it plays more as a romantic comedy.

1. Comedy Combatants Carole Lombard and John Barrymore in Twentieth Century (1934).

2. That key Thin Man (1934) couple, William Powell and Myrna Loy.

3. The “Forgotten Man” and title character (William Powell) of My Man Godfrey (1936), with Carole Lombard and Franklin Pangborn (center).

4. Topper (1937), with Cary Grant (center), Constance Bennett, and Roland Young, gave the screwball world a new catalyst for comedy.

5. Claudette Colbert’s long-legged girl in The Palm Beach Story (1942, with Joel McCrea).

6. A Thin Man–like scenario goes screwball in The Ex-Mrs. Bradford (1936, with William Powell and Jean Arthur).

7. The hat routine from The Awful Truth, with Cary Grant, Irene Dunne, and screwball comedy’s favorite pooch—Mr. Smith (Asta).

8. Leo McCarey (left) on the set of The Awful Truth with Irene Dunne and Alex D’Arcy.

9. Rooftop romance in Hands across the Table (1935, with Carole Lombard and Fred MacMurray).

10. A pivotal romantic comedy Love Affair (1939, with Irene Dunne and Charles Boyer).

11. A calmer moment in Adam’s Rib (1949, with Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn).

12. Clark Gable and Claudette Colbert on the verge of the hitchhiking scene in It Happened One Night.

13. A stressful moment from The Shop around the Corner (1940, with Margaret Sullavan and pen pal Jimmy Stewart).

14. Thawing the ice goddess (Katharine Hepburn) of The Philadelphia Story (1940), with Cary Grant (left) and Jimmy Stewart.

15. Leo McCarey (right), a student of all kinds of comedy, is pictured on the set of his Ruggles of Red Gap (1935), with actor Charles Laughton (left) and crackerbarrel humorist Irvin S. Cobb (center).

16. George Cukor (left) on the set of Holiday (1938), with (from right to left) Cary Grant, Doris Nolan, Henry Kolker, Lew Ayres, and Katharine Hepburn.

17. Cary Grant and screwball comedy’s most underrated actress (Irene Dunne) in The Awful Truth (1937).

18. Romantic comedy thrives on differences, as demonstrated by this scene from The Bachelor and the Bobby-Soxer (1947, with Cary Grant and Myrna Loy playing bookends to Shirley Temple).

19. Screwball comedy’s toy factor in Holiday, with Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn.

20. Netting her man, Katharine Hepburn’s gift for physical comedy is showcased in this scene from Bringing Up Baby (1938, with Cary Grant).

21. Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn can only avoid romance so long in Without Love (1945).

22. The most unlikely of romantic comedy couples—Katharine Hepburn and Humphrey Bogart in The African Queen (1951).

23. Barbara Stanwyck gets comic revenge by convincing poor Henry Fonda she has had an army of lovers in The Lady Eve (1941).
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While It Happened One Night (1934, with Clark Gable and Claudette Colbert) is often credited with being the start of screwball comedy, it plays more as a romantic comedy


FOREWORD
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I intended to be with you on our honeymoon, Hildy, honest I did.

—Cary Grant to Rosalind Russell
in His Girl Friday (1940)



Wes Gehring is a prolific writer. His product is a learned, informative, and delightful series of books on American film comedy. For this admirer, the essence of a Wes Gehring book is “context.” Comedic performers like Cary Grant, Irene Dunne, and a host of other comedy leads were a part of my cultural milieu while growing up in the same rural Iowa where Wes spent his formative years. Yet, until reading his books, I had no idea how intertwined comedy has been with cultural, political, and economic history.

This book, with its insightful focus on the basic differences of screwball and romantic comedy, continues the tradition. But I must confess I was not prepared for the intellectual leap. Screwball and romantic comedy a vehicle for social commentary? The thought would never have crossed my mind.

Yet, here it is, all set out for us in a style and format worthy of scholars and accessible to those of us for whom film comedy is more entertainment, even escape, than a vehicle for serious study. Much about comedy may be in the eye of the beholder. But this study helps us to put the perceptions of the beholder in context.

As Wes points out, screwball comedy in particular was a hot topic of its day, often accused of having “gone too far” with its antics. Yet the public responded. And once you have read this illuminating volume the door is open to a new level of illumination.

In the years of the Great Depression, the world itself seemed zany, and its inhabitants seemed impotent to do anything about it. Thus, the wacky antihero stepped centerstage, providing both a metaphor and a solace for audiences whose daily lives were almost too much to bear. And, more often than not, this antihero was the male of the species, who in real life was too often unable in those years to “bring home the bread.”

But this is not a book about sociology, political science, or economics. It is a book about film genres, specifically the differences between basic screwball and romantic comedy. It is a book that reflects the devotion of the author to the art form and its subtleties. As a former journalist who has spent a lifetime observing the human condition, I find myself always being drawn into Wes’s comedic research and the genres under consideration.

In his dedication to the study of what the unsuspecting might consider trivial, he opens our minds and makes us all a little wiser, and hopefully more perceptive, about the role of popular culture in the life of a nation like ours.

That is no small contribution. Not when you consider the dominant role of popular culture in today’s world, a world with its own unique set of challenges.

Steve Bell
Ball State University and
former anchor of Good Morning America
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Stand still, Godfrey. It’ll all be over in a minute.

—Carole Lombard to William Powell
as their wedding ceremony begins in
My Man Godfrey (1936)



Always fascinated by American film comedy, I especially zeroed in on the screwball variety in graduate school. From a dissertation that celebrated one of its architects (Leo Mc-Carey) to a 1986 text on the genre, screwball comedy has and remains an ongoing fascination. The book in hand, however, attempts to address a longtime weakness in defining this comedy type—the propensity of film fans and scholars alike to lump everything with laughter and love under a “screwball comedy” umbrella, while also making that phrase interchangeable with “romantic comedy.”

The following pages demonstrate how screwball and romantic comedy are two distinct genres. The first chapter is a short historical overview setting the period perimeters for the book (1930s to the present) and highlighting pivotal social and artistic changes that impacted the genres. These changes range from the effect of the Depression to a major development in American humor: the rise of the comic antihero. These elements and more created both the farcical screwball world and the somewhat more reality-based romantic comedy.

The second chapter examines a watershed collection of screwball comedy films to chart the genre’s basic components. Chapter 3 studies a comparable inventory of romantic comedies to better sketch this genre’s fundamental configuration, as well as contrasting it with the screwball standard.

Chapter 4 traces the two genres through the seminal careers of Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn—both of whom helped define and redefine screwball and romantic comedy. The fifth chapter examines the two genres since 1960—the beginning of cinema’s modern era. The closing epilogue is a brief summing up, as well as a reiteration of the need for a dual-focus text to better understand both screwball and romantic comedy. The appendix material includes an annotated bibliography and a two-part filmography.

This study was immeasurably enriched by several important research archives. The most pivotal involved the New York Public Library System, especially the Billy Rose Theatre Collection at Lincoln Center, as well as the main branch at Fifth Avenue and Forty-second Street. I was also greatly assisted by the archives at both the Margaret Herrick Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and the Doeheny Library at the University of Southern California. Closer to home, Ball State University’s Bracken Library (Muncie, Indiana) was a great aid. Having written sixteen film comedy texts prior to this one, I was also able to draw from a large private collection of movie research material and stills.

The preparation of the book was greatly facilitated by several professional colleagues. My department chairman, “Dr. Joe” Misiewicz, assisted with securing both release time for me and financial aid. I appreciate the ongoing support of Ball State University Provost Warren C. Vander Hill, as well as Scott R. Olson, BSU Dean of the College of Communication, Information, and Media. Janet Warrner, my local copyeditor, was forever available and insightful
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