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DEDICATION

This page must invoke the name of an actress who anticipated the genre of romantic comedy—Clara Bow. Bow’s career doesn’t fall within the parameters of this book. Bow, in fact, was retiring from the screen in despair, just as the Depression was bringing the radical shift of ideology that allowed romantic comedy to emerge and great-hearted heroines to flourish. A beauty contest in Brooklyn had first brought her into the movies. She had arrived in Hollywood in 1923, a vibrant, gum-chewing, slightly tattered, and emotionally vulnerable eighteen-year-old. The pretentious social hierarchy of twenties Hollywood, embodied by her “discoverer” and producer, B. P. Schulberg, had slotted her into semipornographic flapper and Cinderella stories, where she would remain until the end of her career in 1933.

But now that Bow’s movies are emerging from vaults, it is possible to see how original was the talent she brought to those cheap twenties formulae, and how critical is her place in the whole history of female screen acting in America. Bow not only summed up the techniques of her predecessors Mary Pickford, Lillian Gish, and Mae Marsh—the D. W. Griffith pioneers—she suggested those of her “descendants.” She brought to the screen an openness that hadn’t been seen before, an elemental good nature, a wish to please that read as a healthy sexuality, and an unstudied naturalness about the extremes of grief and joy—qualities that Mae West took from her and caricatured, and which the romantic comedy heroines then took over, via West, and turned into virtues. Yet Clara had done it all herself: no director, producer, or screenwriter ever tried to build a movie around her unstinting generosity. She constructed her own roles. Romantic comedy was obliged on the surface to repudiate her example, since she was associated with the wild jazz years thought responsible for the Crash. But this most exploited of actresses haunts the genre. Her trustingness lives in its heroines; her magnificent vulnerability prepared the way for them.
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PREFACE

James Stewart and Ginger Rogers are riding at night on top of a double-decker bus. The year is 1937. The movie is George Stevens’ lyrical, though impacted, romantic comedy, Vivacious Lady. The two characters have just met, in the nightclub where she works as a singer. He’s seen her putting over her song, in a playful fashion that mocks all the techniques of a big-band singer of the era but also conveys her own lilting autonomy.

Now Stewart’s character is trying to explain what he does—why he likes being an associate professor at Old Sharon University. (Stevens has lit them softly, so that their faces seem to glow in the dark, with that rich light of black-and-white celluloid.)

“So when I see something like that university, it gives me quite a thrill, because . . .” Stewart says.

“Because why?” Rogers says.

“I’d like to tell you,” he says, “but I’m afraid you’d just think I was bragging.”

Here we would expect her, a mere entertainer, lacking anything like his prestige in the world, to look up at him sweetly and tell him it’s all right with her if he brags. Instead, she responds with a statement that shows the same amused certainty about herself and her judgments that we’ve seen her bring to her rendition of her song. “No,” she says thoughtfully, “I like people who think they’re good.”

THIS IS A MOMENT that can sum up what’s rarest and most unexpected about the romantic comedies of the 1930s. Two people have fallen for each other, and they’re trying to communicate across all that new and confusing emotion. Both of them are struggling to be honest; but it’s the woman who presides over the tone of their exchange, who lays out the psychic space they will dare to occupy and gives them both permission to open up and trust each other.

Picturing a woman with this kind of easy emotional authority was not habitual to Hollywood. Throughout most of its history, the American movie industry did not allow actresses to carry themselves on the screen as self-knowingly as Rogers does here. If we think back over some of the great Hollywood stars of serious drama—Garbo, Dietrich, Swanson, Crawford, Davis—we might suppose that femininity consisted of a surface glamour mixed with a fatal languor or an obsessive ferocity. The women portrayed by those stars were usually bent on some kind of self-destruction, even when they allowed themselves, at the end of a movie, to be rescued by romance. But the thirties romantic comedy stars—Barbara Stanwyck, Claudette Colbert, Myrna Loy, Katharine Hepburn, Ginger Rogers, Jean Arthur, Carole Lombard, Irene Dunne—stood for, and still stand for, something different: a vibrant strength of character. They look as stylish on the screen as the other movie stars, but they act more untragically sure of themselves. Their thirties roles assigned them this assurance, along with eccentricity, stubbornness, and wit. And having these women in our movie history along with the more fatalistic and doom-eager stars means that we possess an inherited idea of a spacious and prideful femininity.

Such an idea could not have surfaced in the movies without the economic chaos of the thirties, during which the whole country fell into the grip of the Great Depression. Poverty and uncertainty played havoc with people’s assumptions about themselves. If the economic promises of American life could be reversed so suddenly, what was to prevent emotional promises from breaking down as well? Faced with the specter of total dissolution, Hollywood in the early thirties, the pre-Roosevelt, Herbert Hoover years, was obliged to change its stock character configurations. Rich people could not be shown as virtuous on the screen without an explanation, and poor people could not be made villainous. And for a while, male actors could no longer stand, as they had in twenties comedies, for some kind of decency at the heart of American life. A rash of violent and dispirited males (Warner Bros.’s and MGM’s gangsters and drifters) cropped up—almost involuntarily, it seems—in early-thirties movies, and they posed a challenge to Hollywood’s habitual social optimism. The wholesome, sensitive young heroes of Gary Cooper, James Stewart, and Henry Fonda were yet to surface: during the first years of the Depression, it proved almost impossible for the movies to articulate an ideal American man. So by process of elimination, the function of protagonist devolved upon the actresses.

That’s why romantic comedy became so important in those years—and not just any romantic comedy, but a special kind that was first worked out by Frank Capra in his landmark 1934 movie, It Happened One Night, and which might be called “Depression romantic comedy.” This genre used the heroine to articulate the good impulses at the bottom of the American soul, and it used the heroine’s romance with a charming but psychologically underdeveloped young man to dramatize a rapprochement between the good and the more negligent impulses. Put another way, Depression romantic comedies responded to their audiences’ loss of faith by making a virtue of personality traits usually thought of as feminine—a moral subtlety, an unashamed belief in the validity of emotions. And they did this with a light touch, in a spirit of good-natured, comradely, and even comical wisdom. This seriocomic ritual, this taking the side of a feisty but also vulnerable heroine, both comforted and amused audiences, which made it immensely valuable to the movie industry. But the formula for the ritual didn’t originate with the official masterminds at the big studios; it came from Capra, and some other younger directors—George Stevens, Gregory La Cava, Leo McCarey, and Preston Sturges—who, like him, started out on the margins of the movie industry.

Many directors and writers made romantic comedies during the thirties, and many producers oversaw them. But the few directors named above, together with some writer-collaborators, were the ones who shaped the genre, who worked out its methodology, defined its philosophy, kept it responsive to the volatile course of the Depression, became its “auteurs.” Capra and his confreres were also the ones who protected romantic comedy’s semimaverick status in its heyday (between the stock-market crash and the onset of World War II) so that the genre didn’t glaze over with official Hollywood approval. Strangely enough, their humble origins within the industry helped them to wield power in the thirties. All of them had learned movie-making on the silent-comedy lots of the twenties—all but Preston Sturges, and he worshiped silent comedy. They brought the slapstick humor of the silents into mainstream genres such as melodrama. (Romantic comedy, in fact, can be defined as a cross between silent comedy and melodrama.) But they also took care to keep their methods a secret from the producers and moguls: they let it be known that their improvisatory touch with a script could not be duplicated by authorial teams in assembly lines—and that’s what made them so awesome to the Hollywood establishment.

More than skill at outwitting the bosses, though, it was these directors’ genuine interest in women, and in romance imagined from a woman’s point of view, that ensured their prestige in the thirties. These were men who found it easy to collaborate with their leading ladies, to scrutinize them and take narrative cues from them. Of course, Hollywood was full of directors who “specialized” in actresses. Even as romantic comedy emerged, Clarence Brown and Greta Garbo were creating a string of erotic melodramas together at MGM, as were Josef von Sternberg and Marlene Dietrich at Paramount. But teams such as Garbo-Brown or Dietrich-Sternberg were collaborators in the old-fashioned manner: they were ringing variations on the pop-culture theme of the rogue male making love to the despoiled and fatalistic female. The romantic-comedy directors, on the other hand, brought a style of male-female collaboration into the movies that hadn’t yet been seen (except, perhaps, on the earliest movie sets where D. W. Griffith and his young actresses invented the whole art of screen acting). Capra and company treated their leading ladies not as icons of femininity but as companions. This choice wasn’t so much a question of methodology as of psychology: these were men who didn’t shrink from imagining what it might feel like to be a woman. Their portraits of romance, therefore, turned out wittier and fairer than Brown’s or Sternberg’s, and just as lyrical.

Lyricism in romantic comedy was mostly rejected by another group of directors who fell in, temporarily, with the thirties vogue for romantic comedy—the “action” men. John Ford, for instance, left westerns in 1935 to try romance, and therein lost all the lyric talent that galloping horses and dusty deserts had inspired in him. Howard Hawks also crossed over from action to romance and did somewhat better than Ford, making some fiendishly clever romances. W. S. Van Dyke came to romance from Great Adventure in the early thirties and brought a goofily understated style to the genre, especially in his Thin Man series. These action directors managed to treat their leading ladies as companions—but they had no need of them as muses. Nor did they need romantic comedy to delve into the very nature of movie-making, or the nature of love. Their specialty was exploring the mechanics, the nuts and bolts, the rapid-fire pace, of comedy-cum-romance. Temperamentally, they were at the opposite end of the Hollywood spectrum from the melodramatic directors—Brown, Sternberg, Frank Borzage—who explored the mechanics of sentiment. In the middle stand Capra and his confreres, who took something from each end of the spectrum in order to create, and then re-create, all through the thirties, this new, hybrid genre that spoke to the Depression.

THESE ORIGINATORS of romantic comedy, along with their leading ladies, are the subject of this book. In the era after the Crash—after Herbert Hoover, after the national trauma of nearly losing a whole way of life—some men and women in the movie industry collaborated with an extraordinary ease and sophistication. They worked in an arena only haphazardly protected from Hollywood’s usually compulsive sentimentality; but in it, they made movies that contained real wisdom about the relations between the classes and the sexes—and real wit about the persistently hopeful naiveté of us, the Americans.
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CAPRA AND STANWYCK:

LADIES OF LEISURE

[image: image]

Frank Capra, Barbara Stanwyck, and Adolphe Menjou on the set of Forbidden.



IN JANUARY OF 1930, Frank Capra was assigned to his first “woman’s picture”—in other words, his first melodrama about romance. Capra was only thirty-one and was still unknown to most of Hollywood, but inside the small studio he worked for, Columbia Pictures, he was considered a phenomenon. He had shown up at Columbia in 1928, an unemployed director with a couple of feature-length silent comedies to his name—a nobody. He had offered to direct a script of his own for a very small fee. In an impulsive moment Columbia’s boss, Harry Cohn, let him do it. And then, against all expectations, Capra’s picture, That Certain Thing, took off at the box office. The picture deserved its acclaim. Though it was a typical twenties “business fantasy”—about the son of a restaurant mogul who marries an Irish tenement girl against his father’s will, then wins back his father’s favor in a business venture—it was presented with breezy, good-natured charm.

Capra followed his surprise hit with four more Columbia light romances in animated, late-twenties style (So This Is Love, The Matinee Idol, The Way of the Strong, and Say It with Sables, all 1928). He also saved one of Columbia’s prestige productions which was in trouble, a naval adventure story, Submarine. In 1929, he took on the still-crude technology of putting soundtracks to pictures and turned out three part-talkie B pictures, The Power of the Press, The Younger Generation, and The Donovan Affair, and one A picture with a complete soundtrack, another naval adventure, called Flight. It was at the end of this string of achievements that Capra started on his woman’s picture, Ladies of Leisure. Cohn had offered it to him as a sort of reward for service well done. MGM, the biggest studio in Hollywood, had just ventured into woman’s melodramas, and Cohn wanted to emulate the big guys in any way he could. By giving Columbia’s MGM imitation to Capra, Cohn was letting him know that the studio valued him.

In the course of making it, Capra would turn Ladies of Leisure into something much more complicated than a stock woman’s picture. It would become an odd, rich movie, in which the documentary mode mingled with the fantasy mode; in which improvised humor vied with stock pathos. Ladies of Leisure, moreover, would serve as the sketchbook for the next, most important phase of Capra’s career. It was in Ladies that he first tried out the strategies, the methods, the pictorial ideas he would bring to fruition four years later in the landmark picture It Happened One Night, the first Depression romantic comedy.

[image: image]

THE “GOLDEN ERA” of Hollywood—the period in which everything about the movies, from the manufacturing to the distributing, was controlled by the corporate studios—stretched from the mid-teens to the late forties. In settled times in that era, movies were informally ordered by genres, a system that was understood by everyone. Producers, directors, writers, stars, cameramen knew what genre they were working on—a comedy, a melodrama, a western, a costume drama—and what its conventions were. From a movie’s billing at the local theater, the public usually got an idea of what sort of story to expect. But in early 1930, the conventional arrangement of movie genres was in serious disarray.

Sound had entered feature films in October 1927, when Warner Bros. unveiled its first part-talking picture, The Jazz Singer. Warner Bros. was the pioneer. The other studios were not convinced in 1927 that they would be obliged to follow Warners. None of them rushed to abandon silent movies and install the technology to make pictures with recorded sound—until they saw, early in 1928, that the public would accept nothing less. Only then did they embark on the complicated and costly changeover from silents to talkies. On the movie lots, the old open-air stages of wood and cloth were gradually replaced with sealed cement stages; the cameras were enclosed in soundproof sheds; new, ultra-bright lights and microphones were installed on the sets; and the machinery for editing soundtracks onto celluloid was brought in and given room. At the same time, the rewiring of the approximately twenty-two thousand movie theaters across the country got under way, directed, for the most part, by the movie studios, which owned many of them. From 1927 to 1929 the question of movie genres barely concerned the studios. Audiences would go to see anything that talked. Because of the novelty of the talkies, in 1929 movie attendance reached an all-time high. It was assumed in most studios that making a talkie simply meant adding talk, music, and background noise to the scenario for a silent movie.

And that scenario, in the late twenties, would probably have been a comedy. The bulk of Hollywood movies in those years, both silents and part-talkies, concentrated on lightweight love—on youth, temptation, and upward mobility. Big stars—Clara Bow, Colleen Moore, Richard Dix, Joan Crawford, Marion Davies, William Haines, Janet Gaynor, even the comedians Buster Keaton and Harold Lloyd—played stock characters from popular culture: flappers, college boys, young businessmen, and bosses’ daughters. These characters indulged in predictably animated behavior all over the screen. Late-twenties movies displayed a veritable obsession with jokes, and with jazzy gestures, spontaneous Charlestons, and general “good-time spirit.” A perfunctory touch of populism could usually be found in them: the hero or the heroine was often a social underdog who rose up in the world through luck, love, and some kind of wholesome merit. But rising in the world was viewed as absurdly easy. Wishes came true in late-twenties movies at every turn. Tenement heroines were handed new wardrobes and whisked off to nightclubs; earnest heroes got business breaks and made a million—all this without more than minor, temporary setbacks. The hijinks of the stars—their constant expressions of elation or of short-lived disappointment—covered up, in most mainstream movies, for a pervasive carelessness about dramatic structure.

The formula had worked even in mediocre silent films, though, because of the nature of the medium. Audiences in silent movies sat and received the innermost, wordless thoughts and feelings of the figures on the screen by means of pure gesture and close-up emotion, heightened by the titles. (The screen would go black and show the words the characters were saying.) In the silents, the most ordinary characters—the girl or boy next door—could become compelling protagonists, because their inner lives were revealed in mime by actors and actresses, to poignant musical accompaniment. Wordless, “choreographed” looks and gestures constituted a secret language in the silents, shared by the audience and the players—and this wordless drama could be generated from the slightest of situations.

But the proportion of emotion to action changed when audible dialogue was added. When the flappers and Arrow-collar men opened their mouths and spoke the lines audiences had once read in titles, the very sound of speech destroyed the intimacy of the silents. Talking pictures put a sort of scrim between players and audience, which blocked off that trusting and private communication in the dark. This wasn’t much of a problem before 1929, when the novelty of the talkies carried all before it. But in that year, audiences began to tire of the floods of jazzy singing, dancing, and slanging that had poured into the talkies. Variety, that unfailingly quick barometer of enlightened public opinion, started to complain about shoddy workmanship and loss of quality.

THE MOVIES NEEDED a new tone, one tailored to the talkies instead of borrowed from the silents. Each of the studios in that crucial year 1929 tried to find that tone in a different way. Paramount concentrated on frothy musicals, bringing in a slew of stars who could sing and dance and speak with charming foreign accents. Fox developed outdoor westerns, borrowing from its own open-air newsreel technology, and making important contributions to the mobility of sound recording. Warner Bros., the studio that had pioneered sound in 1926 and ’27, merely coasted, adding more slang and tough talk to its already slight stories. RKO simply hired more radio personalities. (Warner Bros. and RKO had recently thrust themselves into the Hollywood mainstream by their hook-ups with the dynamic new radio industry of the twenties; both lacked the other studios’ experience with storytelling genres.) MGM, the biggest and richest studio in Hollywood, chose to concentrate on what must have seemed at first a simplistic, even old-fashioned movie genre—melodrama. But MGM’s melodrama, it turned out, was the key that opened the way to the first real advances in talking drama.

Irving Thalberg, MGM’s head of production, was interested above all in protecting his silent stars, especially his actresses, during the studio’s changeover to sound. He was married to one of them, Norma Shearer. His tactic was to delay the talking debut of each actress, until he had crafted a movie, usually a melodrama, to suit her, even if it meant contradicting her persona from the silents. For Shearer’s talking-picture debut, for instance, Thalberg rejected the fast and jazzy stories she had specialized in as a silent star and chose the courtroom soap, The Trial of Mary Dugan, about a Follies girl mistakenly accused of murder. (The Trial of Mary Dugan had opened on Broadway as recently as 1927, but it was written in scenery-chewing style by Bayard Veiller, a veteran of teens melodrama, who also directed the movie.) The box-office response told Thalberg he was on the right track. In May 1929, a month after the release of Mary Dugan, Thalberg consolidated MGM’s investment in talking melodrama by releasing another influential example of the genre, a new version of the 1910 theatrical warhorse Madame X, about a wealthy woman’s downward slide, starring the high-toned ex-stage actress Ruth Chatterton. Thalberg also held off Greta Garbo’s talking debut even longer than Shearer’s—until 1930. Then he put her into the Eugene O’Neill play Anna Christie, which was distinctly melodramatic.

Thalberg’s “fallen-woman melodrama” was the first “new” genre to be generated (aside from the musicals) by the movies’ conversion to sound. Naturally, the movies had seen fallen-woman tales before: in the teens and early twenties, Mary Pickford, Lillian Gish, and Mae Marsh had all undergone the loss of babies and reputations. Thalberg’s policy, though, represented not only a recycling and updating of this older genre but also a shrewd deployment of it in a troubled time. The new-old melodrama, with its exaggerated pathos and its air of crisis, was calibrated to provide the intimate link with the audience that jazz talk and slang had removed from the movies. The main character in these melodramas—a wronged woman—always had occasion to plead her cause (often to a judge and jury in a courtroom). And in pleading, the actresses could appeal to the audience’s emotions with words, the way silent actresses had done with mime.

Thalberg couldn’t have known in 1929 just how popular and resonant his new genre would become in the wake of the stock-market crash. Nor could Harry Cohn have guessed this. Cohn was simply intent on imitating the big studios, so that Columbia could acquire some class: if Thalberg made a weeper, Harry Cohn would make one too. Columbia was a small studio, founded by Cohn with his older brother, Jack, and their friend Joe Brandt. The Cohns and Brandt incorporated in 1924, and in 1926 they bought a California studio to operate in—a rattletrap place on Gower Street, Hollywood’s Poverty Row. In 1927 Columbia got its first big break: its silent adventure movie Blood Ship was chosen to open the new Roxy Theater in New York. This rise in Columbia’s status was prompted by the temperament of Harry, who in the late twenties was gradually wresting control of the studio from his partners. Harry was the one who lusted after prestige (and who in 1932 would appoint himself simultaneously president and chief of production of his studio—the only mogul in Hollywood holding both titles).

Three weeks after the April 3, 1929, release of The Trial of Mary Dugan, Harry bought a stage melodrama to match Thalberg’s, the 1923 Broadway play Ladies of the Evening, which would become the movie Ladies of Leisure. The play, written by Milton Herbert Gropper (although it bore the stamp of its flamboyant and frequently maudlin producer, David Belasco), was a limp reworking of George Bernard Shaw’s London hit of 1903, Pygmalion. It was about a young gentleman in a New York club who sees a prostitute outside the club window and bets two of his friends that he can reform her. Of course he ends up marrying her. Cohn must have thought his new property conveyed even more excitement over female transgression than The Trial of Mary Dugan or Madame X: a prostitute was lower in Hollywood’s class hierarchy than a murderess or an aging derelict. (And Ladies of the Evening boasted a scandal in its history: it was one of four plays censored in 1924 by an overzealous New York district attorney.) Cohn probably thought he could accomplish two things at once: attract the swells by imitating Thalberg’s high-class theatrical genre; draw the masses by throwing in some low-class pornography.

LADIES, however, went off in a direction that was neither pretentious nor pornographic. Cohn assigned the script to a young writer he had just imported from New York, a thirty-one-year-old newsman-turned-playwright named Jo Swerling. Swerling was a childhood immigrant, like Capra, though from Russia instead of Italy; a self-educated man who was passionate about culture. He loved the plays of Shaw and recognized, as Harry Cohn probably did not, the resemblance of Columbia’s new property to its more robust (and unacknowledged) model, Pygmalion. To improve Gropper’s play, which he scorned as claptrap, Swerling simply reinfused it with some of the witty, crypto-feminist spirit of Shaw. Specifically, he transformed Ladies’s limp and masochistic prostitute, Kay Arnold, into a late-twenties, New York-flavored update of Shaw’s London flower girl, Eliza Doolittle. Swerling’s Kay Arnold became a professional escort, a “party girl,” who boasted as much Broadway vernacular in her repertoire as Liza had boasted Haymarket slang. Her gentleman protector, Jerry Arnold, became not just a colorless socialite, as in the play, but a painter. Swerling gave him this “hobby,” to match Henry Higgins’s linguistics, and then assigned him a vaguely bohemian place of residence, a Fifth Avenue penthouse.

Ladies, therefore, was altered even before Capra got to it. Swerling’s script had removed it from the condition of sentimental melodramas like Mary Dugan or Madame X. But Ladies hadn’t become merely a good-time Cinderella tale in early-talkie Hollywood style; it had turned into a mock-Shavian, slice-of-life drama. Swerling had colored it with Broadway’s worship of the latest slang and appetite for vulgarity. Starting in the mid-twenties, the Broadway theater had experienced a fascination with modern-day underworlds—with their texture of life and their wildly inventive and tough-posturing languages. A slew of hit plays (Broadway, 1926, Burlesque, 1927, The Barker, 1927, The Front Page, 1928, Swerling’s own The Kibitzer, 1929) celebrated those vibrant local milieux—vaudeville shows, circuses, newspapers, nightclubs, and corner stores—where the new slang was hatched. Swerling’s real contribution to Ladies of Leisure lay in connecting that literary enthusiasm about low life to a movie plot about a girl on the make, bringing her language alive in risqué New York style.

It wasn’t Swerling’s script alone, though, that gave Capra his scheme for revising the play in the movie: the actress whom he cast as Kay Arnold proved even more crucial to him. But before Capra even met Barbara Stanwyck, a catastrophic event occurred that was to change the nature of life in America and, along the way, to transform the very intention behind the making of Ladies of Leisure.

BETWEEN FRIDAY, OCTOBER 25, and Tuesday, October 29, 1929, the New York stock market fell sixty-nine points—a rout in those days—and in the succeeding week it lost an estimated thirty billion dollars of its value. At every level, from corporate investments to family installment buying, the economy had been propped up by unsubstantiated credit, so when the market went, so did banks, companies, jobs, mortgages, savings. In the big cities, the signs of disaster grew obvious to anyone watching: homeless people congregated, and breadlines formed. In the country, conditions were even worse, because the farmers had been in a depression for most of the twenties.

The movie industry didn’t feel the effects of the Crash right away, except as a damper on some of the studio merger plans that had been burgeoning in the financial euphoria. Fox in the end didn’t annex MGM, as it had intended, nor did any of the Big Three studios—Fox, MGM, Paramount—buy Warner Bros. But movie attendance around the country stayed high, because soundtracks remained a novelty; and the conversion of theaters from silence to sound continued after the Crash. Still, some individuals in Hollywood were harmed by the Crash, and Capra was one of them. In early October 1929 Capra, according to his autobiography, had been persuaded by Harry Cohn to put his savings—the money he had made from his rise at Columbia—into the stock market; before that he had kept it in safe-deposit boxes. Of course he lost everything when the market fell. And to someone who had grown up with Capra’s chronic bad luck and poverty, the loss was bitter.

Capra had come to this country with his family from Sicily when he was six years old. The sixth of seven children, while growing up he had been deprived of contact with the theater or the movies by the demands his family made on even its youngest members. As a little kid Frank sold newspapers in downtown Los Angeles. He was obliged to work twice as hard as most other boys putting themselves through school, since he was supposed to contribute to the family till as well as earn the money he needed for himself. His mother worked in a factory; his father picked oranges. The family finally scraped together the money to buy an orange grove of its own, but Capra’s father died in an accident with a well pump soon after they had bought the farm, so they had to give it up. Fatherless, Frank put himself through high school and then college by working in factories and in a newspaper plant. He graduated from Cal Tech with a degree in chemical engineering, just as the U.S. was entering World War I. Like many other proud college graduates, he enlisted.

He wanted to go back to Europe, where he had come from, to fight for his new country; instead, the Army sent him up the coast to San Francisco to teach engineering. That was the beginning of a new streak of bad luck. In 1919, he caught influenza during the dread flu epidemic, which meant he went back into the postwar job market late and lost out to other vets. From about 1919 to 1921 Capra held no steady job. Neither did many other young war veterans—a situation whose repercussions would be felt nearly ten years later in the Great Depression. (The Depression’s “forgotten man” was, technically, a World War I veteran. “Remember my forgotten man,” went Harry Warren and Al Dubin’s famous song in Gold Diggers of 1933; “You put a rifle in his hand / You sent him far away / You shouted hip hooray / Now look at him today!”) In Capra’s unemployed years, he went out on the road; he bummed through the West, peddled various products, hustled poker, hopped freights. At one point he worked as a private tutor to a son of old gold-mining wealth, an experience that, if his autobiography can be trusted, opened his eyes to how rich the American rich could be.

Capra stumbled onto movies by accident in 1921, accepting an odd job from a seedy ex-actor making poetic movie shorts. The actor let Capra direct one of them himself, the Kipling-inspired Fultah Fisher’s Boardinghouse. This experience prompted Capra to begin a serious apprenticeship in movie-making. He worked his way up from film editor in San Francisco, to comedy gag writer in Hollywood on the Hal Roach and Mack Sennett lots, to writer and then director for the Sennett star Harry Langdon. The high point of Capra’s silent comedy career was directing two Langdon features for Sennett—1926’s The Strong Man and 1927’s Long Pants (movies that are funny in some parts but uneven overall). But Capra quarreled with Langdon on the set of Long Pants. Langdon wanted to be his own director, like Chaplin; Capra walked out on him just before the end of the movie, so Langdon shut him out of Hollywood by spreading the rumor that it was he, not Capra, who had done the directing.

This dispute plunged Capra back into the nightmare of unemployment and vagrancy he had known after the war—a nightmare compounded by his Italian family’s disapproval of his apparently unstable career. He was married by then to his first wife, Helen, and he was supporting his mother and sister as well. Late in 1927 he managed to make one small-time movie, For the Love of Mike, at William Randolph Hearst’s New York studio, but he was never paid and the movie bombed. By the time Capra got to Columbia in 1928, he was desperate. He made good there beyond his wildest dreams, but the loss of his savings in the winter of 1929 stirred up all his old feelings of inferiority and helplessness, along with his old intuitive mistrust of the rich and reverence for the poor. The Crash, in other words, brought an emotional populism, half bitter resentment and half despair, back to him in full force. We know that because we can read it in the movie. We can also read in the movie how, amid the tangled emotions of the Crash, Barbara Stanwyck came to represent, for Capra, a symbol of his resentment and an antidote to his despair.

HARRY COHN had seen the young Barbara Stanwyck in a Hollywood charity show with her husband, the famous vaudevillian Frank Fay. Hollywood considered Stanwyck a minor Broadway star. She had played the lead in Burlesque, the long-running Broadway hit of 1927; but it was her husband’s movie contract with Warner Bros. that had brought her to California. Once there, she appeared in one low-budget United Artists talkie, The Locked Door (1929), which flopped, and did one screen test for Warners, which was ignored. Cohn, who was as crass as any Hollywood mogul and yet shrewd about predicting talent, decided to take a chance on her. He took out an option on her services, put her in a Columbia throwaway, Mexicali Rose (1929), and then urged her on Capra for Ladies—a substantial gamble, since Ladies was expensive by Columbia standards. Capra didn’t want Stanwyck at first; he was thinking of someone else for Kay Arnold, and resisted her—until he saw her screen test. It was a scene from the Broadway play The Noose, in which her character, a chorus girl, pleads tearfully to the governor to let her bury the body of the man she loves. Capra “got a lump in his throat as big as an egg,” he says in his book, and he hired Stanwyck on the spot.

His impulse served him well. In Stanwyck, Capra found not only a screen actress who was supple and unstilted but also someone like himself, a city kid whose life had been as full of struggles and deferred hopes as his. Born Ruby Stevens, she was orphaned at two and grew up in foster homes in Brooklyn. She got her first job at thirteen, wrapping bundles in a Brooklyn department store. At fifteen, with the help of a vaudevillian older sister, she broke into the chorus line at the Strand nightclub, then moved up to the touring company of the Ziegfeld Follies. She might never have made it out of the chorus line though, if it hadn’t been for Broadway’s infatuation with late-twenties underworlds, which provided material for theater-verité-style plays. The Noose (1926), written and produced by Willard Mack, was a gangland melodrama that called for a chorus girl in a bit part. Stanwyck at nineteen got the part and became a minor celebrity for her big pleading scene. The next year she opened opposite the dancer and comedian Hal Skelly in Burlesque, a backstage tale about a husband-and-wife song-and-dance team. It was again a role that imitated her life, and it made her a star.

In the course of being “discovered,” Stanwyck was put through rigorous training in repertory, speech, and manners by her two producers, The Noose’s Willard Mack and Burlesque’s Arthur Hopkins. But she wasn’t overtrained. She left Broadway before she had a chance to glaze over in stage-star manner. When Capra met her in Hollywood, she still had her Brooklyn accent, her street-tough façade, and a palpable aura of hurt hopefulness right behind the façade. She did not have an established persona: she didn’t yet know who she was on the screen. Nor did Capra know whether he could handle a melodramatic woman’s picture—especially one with an untried actress in the starring role. But Capra and Stanwyck inspired each other to a new level of skill. Their effect on each other electrified the movie and gave it, from its first scene, a social slant that hadn’t been spelled out in a Hollywood production since before the twenties boom.

THE OPENING SHOT of Ladies of Leisure shows a dark street in midtown Manhattan, with pedestrians hurrying by on the sidewalk. Suddenly they are shocked by some objects falling out of the sky. A crowd gathers. The camera quickly moves where passers-by would look—up the windowed façade of a swank apartment building, to the illuminated penthouse on top, where some drunken young ladies are gleefully throwing liquor bottles into the street. Here is a visual allegory, presented in mock-newsreel style, of what was happening in the aftermath of the Crash: something dangerous was falling on the ordinary people in the street, something that came from the careless doings of the idle rich above them. This sequence not only describes the twenties turning catastrophically into the thirties; it reconstitutes the movie audience as a body with a new, post-Crash social perspective. We are the ones in the street, looking up, not the ones in the penthouse, looking down. We don’t automatically want to live in that penthouse, the way we would if a more complacent director had made this movie. We are wary of penthouse life, and we resent the power that penthouse people have over us. The goings-on up there seem to us like a reminder of the mad decade just past—the twenties, one long party on top of a skyscraper.

This reorienting of the audience determines the movie’s perspective on its central characters. Jerry, the rich hero (played by the stolid and affable twenties actor Ralph Graves), is discovered brooding at the window in the midst of the revels. We approve of him, not because he is rich and eligible, but because he is out of sync with the party, alienated from his own class. That in itself was not so new: Hollywood protagonists were supposed to be more sensitive than the rest of their group. But the way he meets his leading lady breaks wholly with Hollywood precedent. Jerry abandons his snooty fiancée and her guests and goes out in his car, by himself, into the country. On a hill above a shoreline, his tire blows. At that moment, Barbara Stanwyck in a white gown is docking at the shore in a rowboat. She calls out to him, scrambles up the hill, and comes into close-up—her long, wavy hair disheveled, her mascara smudged.

This is not one of those class-bound settings that were habitual to late-twenties movies—the department store in It (1927), where Clara Bow, a salesgirl, met Antonio Moreno, the boss; the hotel in Orchids and Ermine (1927), where Colleen Moore, a telephone girl, flirted with millionaire guest Jack Mulhall; the office building in Capra’s own That Certain Thing (1928), where Viola Dana’s candy seller bumped into Ralph Graves’s young swell. This hill above the shore is a neutral place, empty of people and of social codes. Here Kay and Jerry are not “party girl” and “rich guy,” as they are in the city; they’re momentary equals. They have something in common: they’ve both fled from twenties-style orgies. Kay has used the rowboat to escape from a wild party on a boat; Jerry has escaped another in his car. This idea of a neutral, classless meeting place was probably more Capra’s than Swerling’s. In Ten Cents a Dance, which Swerling wrote for Stanwyck the year after Ladies, he arranged for her taxi dancer to meet the wealthy lover, Ricardo Cortez, right in the socially stratified dance hall, whereas Capra, after Ladies of Leisure, always had his cross-class lovers meet somewhere out of the way for both of them—a ship, a bus, a rainy sidewalk.

It’s not just Jerry who sees Kay differently here than he would see her in the city. We, the movie audience, incorporate her setting into our first impression of her, and so avoid classifying her with the cute Cinderellas of the late twenties—Colleen Moore, Louise Brooks, Viola Dana, and the others. That kind of heroine always embodied a paradox: her setting branded her “lower-class,” but she was also supposed to possess a kind of moral refinement that would make her worthy of the “prince” she was to marry. (Twenties movies even condescended to the great Clara Bow, through her clothes, her kewpie dolls, her spit curls, and her slang, even as they telegraphed that she was a swell, principled kid inside.) But this Kay Arnold comes with no such coded assurances. By the time we have figured out who she is and where she belongs, we have also realized that she violates the convention that assigned blamelessness to the Cinderellas. Kay is no slum flower: she’s an opportunist. Living off men is her job. Swerling’s script has given her a cynicism that is surprisingly gritty even to us today. “Do you tote a flask—you know, first aid to the nearly injured?” is the first thing she says to Ralph Graves in her untutored yet suave Brooklynese. And then we watch her go to work. She prompts Jerry to offer her a ride back to the city; she convinces him to put his polo coat around her while they’re riding; she steals the wallet out of the coat pocket (though she later returns it), and she covers for her actions with a stream of clever patter. “That’s my racket. I’m a party girl. I’m the filler-in,” she says sardonically. And when she takes the wallet, she says “Isn’t it a lovely night?” to distract him with poetics.

This is an almost documentary attempt at presenting a “real” type on the screen. People knew about this type from newspaper scandals—she was a version of the “Follies girl,” who danced in the chorus of Ziegfeld shows and lived in apartments paid for by older gentlemen. But they hadn’t seen her in Hollywood movies—or at least not as the heroine. Kept girls usually showed up in bit parts, representing the path to degradation. Making a type like Kay the heroine constituted a breakthrough in itself. And because of Stanwyck’s acting, Kay Arnold emerged even more lifelike than Swerling’s script had imagined her. Stanwyck plays her tough, as the script indicates. But as she reads the lines, she also presents us with the spectacle of a young woman on her own, improvising a living. She gives Kay a kind of lonely cheerfulness. And Stanwyck’s persona, as it was emerging in this film, absorbs and neutralizes the tawdriness of Swerling’s portrait. The young Stanwyck projected an austere beauty onto the screen—the wide, thin mouth, straight brows, and classically straight nose—softened by a creamy youthfulness of skin. The purity of her face contrasts wonderfully with the risqué talk that comes out of her mouth. Altogether, she possesses a personality more complicated than either the cute and reckless kid of late-twenties movies or the pathetic, persecuted woman of the nascent MGM weepers. We accept that she’s a prostitute, but we understand that her instincts for independence run against the grain of her profession. She’s like us, the newly impoverished audience—not too proud to work at a low job, but meant for finer things.

BACK IN HER APARTMENT after meeting Jerry, Kay tells her roommate, Dot (played by Marie Prévost), that she’s met a society guy, and he has asked her to pose for a painting. It’s a sunny, easy scene, yet as revisionist as Kay and Jerry’s meeting. Before 1930, movie heroines usually had lived with their families: the Cinderellas in tenements, the flappers in mansions. It was the second-lead “bad girls” who lived by themselves, with lingerie spilling out of drawers and bonbons out of boxes. (Only in semiexperimental films like Paul Fejos’s Lonesome [1928] and King Vidor’s The Crowd [1928] did respectable heroines have apartments they paid for themselves.) But Capra and Swerling didn’t make the Ladies of Leisure apartment a naughty place, filled with signs of dissipation. They made it wholesomely untidy. There are kimonos, not “step-ins,” on the chairs. And Kay and Dot seem easily, not unctuously, at home in it. They wash the dishes; they perch on chairs; they lean on doorways to talk to each other. Even when Kay sits on Dot’s bed, it looks natural and matter-of-course.

This was a new approach to the very fact of being “lower class.” Capra, Swerling, and Stanwyck all had worked their way up in the world—and on some level, their own experiences informed this Kay Arnold and made her more “real” than her movie forebears. But even more important than experience were the generic conventions they brought to the character. None of the three belonged to mainstream Hollywood. Swerling and Stanwyck had learned their crafts on Broadway. Capra had learned his in a corner of Hollywood that was separate from the big studios—the silent-comedy lots: they taught him to animate the underdog.

The teams on the silent lots had worked by trial and error to create a comic persona. They would study what a leading comic had done in shows or earlier movies; they would observe him on the set; they would try out gags, settings, and situations; and they would gradually construct a fictitious character who was related by metaphor to the qualities the comic projected on the screen. The comedy teams went after “character” instead of “story line,” psychic insight instead of moral lesson. On the set of Ladies of Leisure, Capra did exactly that with his actresses. Swerling had written a clever Kay Arnold into the script. Capra fleshed out Kay’s personality—tough, direct, yet always mournful—by observing what Stanwyck could do in front of a camera.

And Capra created the character of the roommate, Dot, which had barely existed in Gropper’s play, by means of this impromptu, take-from-what’s-at-hand method. Marie Prévost was a frizzy-haired, saucer-eyed comedienne who had emerged a star in the mid-twenties, working with Ernst Lubitsch in his “sex comedies” at Warner Bros. By the late twenties she had sunk back to the second-lead slot. Columbia hired her for Ladies—the studio saved money on stars who had lost prestige—but she showed up at the studio with an unexpected weight problem. So Capra and Swerling wrote it into the movie. “You’re talkin’ to a lady that’s gonna eat caviar,” says Prévost, preparing to go out to “work” at another party. “Don’t eat too much, just ’cause it’s free,” Stanwyck rejoins. Several gags improvised from Dot’s plumpness—her love of food, her motorized fan belt to jiggle off the fat, the song she sings while she stands on this machine, “Frankie and Johnny”—created a memorable character, a good-natured foil for Stanwyck’s melancholy Kay.

So long as the characters were being introduced, Swerling and Capra’s different methods complemented each other. But as the drama deepened, Capra’s impromptu directing began to vie with Swerling’s theatrical script. Kay goes several times to Jerry’s penthouse to pose for his painting, which he wants to call Hope. She bristles at Jerry’s milieu, but she bristles too cleverly, like Eliza Doolittle wisecracking at Henry Higgins’s experiments with her gutter speech. “Look up!” Ralph Graves keeps telling Stanwyck as he tries to sketch her, and Stanwyck retorts that the picture ought to be called The Lost Zeppelin. We suffer through a series of gags in which Lowell Sherman, as Jerry’s best friend, tries to keep himself drunk. He goes after Jerry’s Napoleon brandy, proposing “a little nippy with Nappy.” Swerling has packed the script with far too many bromides and epigrams.

But little by little the movie intensifies its focus on Stanwyck. It’s as if the camera had acquired a will of its own. Instead of filming the characters from middle distance in early-talkie theatrical style, it shows us Stanwyck’s face again and again in close-up. There is an excuse for this: the artist within the movie is painting her. But sometimes the camera even peers at Stanwyck over Ralph Graves’s shoulder, as if annoyed that Graves has interposed himself in front of her. There is one remarkable moment when Graves’s Jerry, in an effort to see Kay better, goes over to her modeling chair and proceeds to wipe off her lipstick, roughly, with a handkerchief, and peel off her false eyelashes. Swerling wrote this as another Henry Higgins-like act of mild sadism. Capra transformed it into a comment on the purity of Kay Arnold—and of Stanwyck herself. The camera goes right in on Stanwyck’s clear, calm young face, beautifully pale without cinematic makeup. It looks as if Capra were trying to get under the surface of Stanwyck’s Kay, to assign her an interior self that was deeper and more compelling than Swerling’s clever wisecracker.

Almost involuntarily, Capra was rewriting the conventions of movie romance, even though the script was against him at this point. It tries to convey Jerry’s and Kay’s attraction to each other by means of Jerry’s increasing brusqueness and Kay’s nascent melancholy. (Swerling wrote a scene in a Chinese restaurant for instance, which
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