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“They [the public] want red meat and they want it raw.”
—A FILM EXCHANGE MANAGER, 1910

“To avoid unnecessary cruelty, we earnestly suggest you reconsider the
killing of the little child.”
—PCA SCRIPT EVALUATION LETTER, 1958



Introduction

After the bombing of the World Trade Center on September 11, for a brief
moment Hollywood seemed to rethink its love affair with movie violence. Stu-
dio executives worried that action movies featuring an arsenal of weapons
and big buildings exploding were a tainted commodity. Their fears were
short-lived, however; after a few weeks, it was business as usual.

If movie violence today is an inescapable part of the film business, what
about the earlier period of classical Hollywood, in the 1930s and 1940s, when
the studios made movies on their sound stages and backlots? That was an era
of regulated screen content. Before a project went into production, the con-
tent of a script was carefully scrutinized for problematic religious and moral
elements. Where did violence fit into this regulated screen world? And how
does that compare with our own time?

In Hollywood lingo, this book is a “prequel” to Savage Cinema: Sam Peck-
inpah and the Rise of Ultraviolent Movies. My earlier book studied the turn to-
ward ultraviolence in American cinema after 1968, chiefly by examining the
work of Peckinpah, modern cinema’s most famous practitioner of screen vio-
lence, and that of filmmakers inspired by him.

The present volume examines violence in Hollywood film during the era of
the Production Code: from 1930, when the industry adopted the Code, until
1968, when the last vestiges of the Code were abolished. During this period,
filmmakers had to get the sexual, moral, religious, and violent material in their
scripts formally cleared before they could start production.

Much is to be learned by looking at this earlier period. The explosion of
graphic violence on-screen after 1968 can seem very disjunctive compared to
previous decades of filmmaking. After 1968, for example, gunshot victims ex-
plode in showers of blood; they did not do so in earlier decades. Looking
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closely at this earlier period, however, some surprising discoveries await us,
and they make the relationship of the eras before and after 1968 seem less
stratified and more of a continuum.

How did the industry regulate screen violence in the Hollywood period?
Did the term “violence” have the same meanings in industry discourse that it
does today? To what extent were Hollywood filmmakers drawn to hard vio-
lence? Did they try to “push the envelope”—try to expand the boundaries of
the violence they could depict—or is this interest more purely a manifestation
of post-sixties filmmaking? How was screen violence stylized, aestheticized, in
the Hollywood period? What contribution did sound make to this aestheticiza-
tion? In what ways can we compare and describe screen violence in the Code
and post-Code eras?

These are some of the questions that T explore in the following chapters.
The book is not meant to be an encyclopedic history of film violence. Tts
scope is limited by the methodology I chose to employ and, as such, there are
bound to be some films that I do not discuss that an exhaustive history might
cover. T offer instead an account of the stylistic development of American
screen violence that is grounded in industry documentation about its negoti-
ated depictions.

I will be looking very closely at film style, at the ways filmmakers use the el-
ements of cinema to design screen violence within the constraints that were im-
posed on them by the Production Code. This emphasis on style will enable us
to reveal some key features in the history of American screen violence that a
more strictly ideological or social history approach would not. Indeed, this study
is not a social history of movie violence, nor does it frame violence primarily in
terms of ideology, race, class, gender or other macro-level kinds of variables.
The sociological or social history approach generates many fine insights, but I
propose instead to look at the cinematic components of film violence because
these reveal a significant history and a striking relationship between screen vio-
lence in the era of the Production Code and in our own time.

Except in a few instances, this book does not examine movie violence in
relation to big historical events that occurred within the time frame of the Pro-
duction Code. These would include such things as the Great Depression, the
Cold War and the Civil Rights movement. World War II will concern us in
chapter four, but these other events will not.

I have several reasons for bracketing these things off from the discussion.
(Numerous other scholars writing on film violence have dealt with them.)'
First, T am interested in exploring film violence as a primary condition and el-
ement of cinema. The social history or ideological approach to movie violence
tends to treat screen violence as a symptom of some larger condition, whether
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it be war, depression, ideology, gender, or race relations. Screen violence is re-
sponsive to such conditions. It would be foolish to deny this. But the social
history approach can run the risk of treating movie violence as a dependent
variable, as a subset of the larger social or historical categories that have pride
of place in the analysis. According to this approach, as they change, so, too,
does movie violence. Thus, gangster movies and the appeal of their lawless
heroes reflect or embody public antipathy for Prohibition. The graphic vio-
lence of The Wild Bunch reflects the savagery of the Vietnam War. And so on.

These are perfectly fine propositions, but they tend to relegate movie vio-
lence to a back seat and reactive role in cinema. It is forever responding to
noncinematic social categories or conditions. In contrast to this view, I regard
violence as an essential component of cinema: part of its deep formal struc-
ture, something that many filmmakers have been inherently drawn toward and
something that cinema does supremely well. Some important consequences
follow from this view, the chief one being that whereas the social history ap-
proach will tend to regard movie violence as a kind of mask worn by the par-
ticular organization of power relations within a given period, with the masks
changing as the configuration of power relationships changes, T am more in-
terested in the enduring elements of movie violence. These can be located
chiefly in the ways that filmmakers have approached violence at the level of
cinematic form.

This consideration—the cinematic expression of violence in picture and
sound—furnishes a compelling reason for bracketing off the social history ap-
proach from this study. Because it treats movie violence as a dependent vari-
able, the social history approach runs the risk of abstracting screen violence
from its cinematic context. Violence becomes a theme, an idea, or furnishes a
proposition about society. It is taken to a second-order level of existence, re-
moved from the primary material of the films themselves.

But it is this primary material—the formal organization of violence in pic-
ture and sound—that is cinema’s unique inflection of violent subject matter.
Violence, after all, exists in literature, painting, theater, in all of the represen-
tational arts. Cinema, arguably, represents violence in the most vivid terms.
Why? Because it deals with screen violence as a proposition about society, as
abstraction rather than material form, the social history approach does not en-
able us to answer this question.

Furthermore, it is the opportunity to create screen violence through the ma-
nipulation of cinematic form that draws filmmakers to gun battles, fistfights,
and other forms of movie mayhem in the first place. At a basic level of craft,
they learn how to do this mayhem, how to choreograph it for the screen, and
how to build on and better the work of earlier colleagues. Viewers, too,

3
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become proficient at evaluating and responding to the conventions of movie
violence within any given period. Screen violence has a history that exists not
just at the more abstracted level of film as society’s mirror but within the for-
mal language of cinema, as filmmakers assimilate existing approaches and
then seek to extend them. Without attending to the distinctive features of vio-
lence manifest at the level of film style, we miss this history and underestimate
the importance for censorship battles and social controversy of cinema style
and especially of what I refer to in this book as stylistic amplitude, the way
that violent acts on-screen are elaborated by cinematic form. Stylistic ampli-
tude is deeply implicated in the history of screen violence and the controver-
sies over its nature. Because existing scholarly accounts of movie violence
have tended to take a social history approach, they have typically minimized
the importance of the stylistic domain.

This book, therefore, emphasizes the stylistic construction of screen vio-
lence by filmmakers working within the permissible creative boundaries of
their periods. This emphasis provides a third reason for bracketing the social
history approach. Because it tends to lift violence out of the material structure
of a given film and take it to a more general level where violence becomes
symptom, theme, or proposition, this approach may jump ahead of where his-
torical analysis needs to be. Before we can know what screen violence means
at the level of big social themes, we ought to know what filmmakers did at the
level of individual films: how and why the violent material in shots was lit,
how it was choreographed in scenes, and how the sequences were edited. By
documenting this kind of formal design and the reasons behind it, I hope to
offer not just a stylistic history of American screen violence but also a trove of
information that a social historian of screen violence can build upon. Thus,
though I am not using a social history approach, the material that I provide in
this study can constitute the necessary foundation for such an approach.

I hope that the reader, therefore, will understand that the subject of this
book is the “movie” in movie violence.

I move between two domains in the pages that follow. One domain is the
area of cinematic design, composed of formal elements such as camera place-
ment, lighting, editing, blocking of the action, and sound. How did filmmak-
ers working in the Hollywood period use these elements of design when
depicting scenes of violence? Did they establish conventions over time, com-
parable to such editing conventions as shot-reverse shot cutting in conversa-
tion scenes? Do these design elements change over time, and do they vary
according to director or genre?

The other domain is composed of the industry records collected in the files
of the Production Code Administration (PCA). These case files are organized

4
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by film and contain the record of negotiations between PCA officials and film-
makers working on a given production. Thus, the White Heat case file con-
tains correspondence documenting the PCA’s evaluation of the script for this
1949 James Cagney gangster movie, its detailed feedback about the scripted
elements of crime and violence, and the filmmakers’ responses.

I am interested, then, in design and regulation. In going between the two
domains, I have sought to tie the design issues to the regulatory ones. Holly-
wood filmmakers were not free to create any cinematic design they wanted, to
film scenes without constraints. To what extent, then, did an aesthetics of
screen violence evolve in response to regulatory pressures? Looking closely at
the formal design of violent scenes in films of this period, we will find that
many of the choices about camera position, editing, blocking, or sound are
functional responses by filmmakers to the constraints on content that they
faced in clearing release approval from the PCA and then in surviving scrutiny
by the nation’s state and municipal censor boards. Certain lighting effects, for
example, had proven utility in getting otherwise objectionable violence past
the PCA and the regional censors. At the same time, filmmakers show an in-
herent interest in expanding their repertoire of stylistic tools for depicting vio-
lence, and this goal was somewhat antithetical to the objectives of regulation.

The several excellent histories of the PCA—Gregory Black’s Hollywood
Censored and The Catholic Crusade Against the Movies, Leonard Leff and
Jerold Simmons’s The Dame in the Kimono, Frank Walsh’s Sin and Censorship:
The Catholic Church and the Motion Picture Industry—have tended to focus
on the content that the PCA regulated. What, for example, did Mae West do
on-screen that aroused local censor action?

Correspondingly less attention has been paid to the relationship of PCA reg-
ulation to the formal structure of film within a specific topic area, such as vio-
lence. Violence, in fact, has rarely been studied in detail as it relates to the PCA.
This is the first book to look at the subject. Studies of the agency have tended
to focus on issues of sex, morals, religion, and profanity. A number of authors
have examined the PCA and its efforts to regulate gangster movies, but these
analyses tend to be pitched within the frame of historical sociology and to fo-
cus on the content of the movies, specifically the PCA’s effort to clean up that
genre’s sociological messages about lawbreaking. Richard Maltby’s superb ac-
count of the production and regulation of Howard Hawks’s Scarface supple-
ments its sociological focus with some attention to the film’s stylistic depiction
of violence.? Lea Jacobs’s The Wages of Sin gives close attention to the formal
designs that surrounded the contested subject matter in films about “fallen
women.” She examines the cinematic marks in films with regulated subject
matter in ways that are similar to what I will be doing with screen violence.
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My analyses are based on a primary sample of sixty-five films for which T
examined the PCA case files. These case files are housed in the Margaret Her-
rick library at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in Beverly
Hills. The PCA maintained case files on the films that it reviewed, and into
these went correspondence about scripts and script revisions, along with an
array of other material. This included a synopsis of the film story that was pro-
vided by the studio, a credit list, a content analysis chart, the certificate letter,
reports on trims ordered by local and overseas censor boards (the boards
would send elimination reports to the film industry’s New York office, which
would forward them to the PCA in Los Angeles), interoffice correspondence
regarding censor activity, letters of complaint from viewers, and correspon-
dence about reissue of the film in later years. This reissue correspondence is
especially interesting for revealing changes in public taste and PCA operating
philosophy. On a number of occasions, films approved for release in the early
1930s were denied reissue certificates, or had trims ordered so as to qualify for
re-release in the later 1930s or mid-1940s.

The sample of films used in this study is displayed in Appendix A. I se-
lected the sample based on a number of criteria. T wanted films that were al-
ready notorious for their violence (e.g., Kiss of Death, which includes a famous
scene where a psycho throws an invalid mother down a flight of stairs) or
which, going in, T knew to contain a high incidence of violence (e.g., Brute
Force). T wanted films across the three principal decades of the study’s focus
(1930s, 1940s, 1950s), and T wanted to draw from genres featuring violence as
a basic staple—in this case, horror, Western, war, and adventure.

I used the case files to examine the issues, decisions, compromises, and
controversies that arose during the script negotiation process over the depic-
tion of violent material, and then I looked to see whether a given film’s design
carried audiovisual traces of this process. Did the negotiations described in the
case files leave “marks” in the camerawork, the lighting, editing, or sound de-
sign of a picture? It seemed likely that regulatory constraints would show up at
a formal level, inside the films, in their design. As, frequently, they do.

As I began to uncover the aesthetic patterns in the depiction of violence in
classical Hollywood film, T expanded the range of films under consideration
by including a secondary sampling of pictures whose case files T did not ex-
amine. This sampling helped to enlarge discussion of key topics, such as vio-
lence in film noir and the World War II pictures. The reader will therefore note
that the discussion ranges between these two samples. I examined the aes-
thetics of screen violence in all the films that are included in the following
chapters. I examined PCA case files only for those films in the primary sample.

Though this is not a social history approach, tracing the intersection of film
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design and screen regulation will occasionally take us into the realm of ideol-
ogy, and this should not be surprising given the primal nature of the issues
that are most deeply addressed by screen violence. Hollywood’s regulatory
policies, and the dominant aesthetic patterns that they influenced, express
clear notions about the philosophical issues raised by violence—the nature
and meaning of physical suffering and psychological pain, the relation of
mind and body, the existence of cruelty in a “just” world. These ideas inform
the aesthetics of violence in Hollywood film. By elaborating these ideas, the
cinematic designs give expression to underlying assumptions about the nature
of violence.

In writing this stylistic history, it has been necessary to engage at some
length with two topic areas that are not themselves violence-specific but
which bear in major ways on the subject. One is the Production Code Admin-
istration, which was charged with enforcing the Code and which worked with
filmmakers in pre-production to iron out troublesome areas of content in
scripts. The other is the now somewhat-distant phenomenon of regional cen-
sorship. Were it not for the existence of local censor boards scattered around
the country in the Hollywood period, there would have been no Production
Code or Production Code Administration. Getting films cleared by the regional
censors was an ongoing headache for the industry, and it was a problem the
PCA aimed to address. The story of screen violence in this period cannot be
told without some attention to these two topic areas.

Thus, the study begins with a look at the phenomenon of regional censor-
ship and the early controversies over movie violence that ensnared the
medium shortly after its inception. Chapter one examines the growth of the
regional censors and the court decisions that went against the film industry,
limiting its freedom of expression, and upholding the prerogative of local
communities to pass legislation restricting the exhibition of certain categories
of film. These included films that depicted violence, and T examine some of
the ways that screen violence instigated censor action. I end the chapter by
profiling the kinds of violence—the weapons, the acts, the responses by vic-
tims—that censors were apt to cut. These prohibitions continued into the Hol-
lywood period and helped to influence the Production Code.

Focusing on censorship issues in the silent period, and their relation to
screen violence, Chapter one gives us a prelude to the study. Chapter two
moves us into the time period proper of the book and begins with an ex-
tended discussion of the Production Code Administration and how it operated.
This will be essential for the reader to grasp in order to understand the aes-
thetic discussions that follow. While I've tried not to duplicate material that is
available elsewhere, my perspective on the PCA is more sympathetic than it
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seems is common to much of the scholarly and popular literature. A common
take on the PCA sees the agency as one that interfered with the work of film-
makers, often making it more fit for children than adults. In contrast, I do not
treat the PCA as a censor.

Based on the case files, T offer a view that sees the PCA as working for film-
makers and against regional censors. Moreover, framing the discussion this
way allows us to pose a question that rarely seems to get asked: Was Ameri-
can film better off in some ways under the PCA than without it? In terms of
screen violence, what was gained and what was lost under the PCA and then
afterward?

After this profile of the PCA, I move into the extended analyses of style that
occupy the remainder of the book. The rest of chapter two examines the de-
veloping aesthetics of violence as they play out in early and mid-1930s horror
films. These films often depicted gruesome medical tortures or sadistic tor-
ments inflicted on captive victims, and they collectively show how filmmakers
and the PCA grappled with overt imagery of sadism and the sounds of pain
and suffering. The arrival of sound in the late 1920s reconfigures the aesthet-
ics of violence in American film, taking filmmakers deeper into an exploration
of its cinematic styling. Thirties horror films provide a vivid record of these
explorations.

So do gangster and crime films, which I examine in chapter three. Numer-
ous studies have been published on the classic gangster movies, some of
which draw from scholarly study of PCA case files. In general, however, these
studies have concentrated on the films’ depictions of criminal behavior, often
from a sociological perspective that looks at the public controversies sur-
rounding the pictures. What were the messages about lawbreaking that
elicited controversy? I am less interested in this kind of question because it has
been well covered by others. What has not been covered so extensively is the
kind of aesthetic analysis that I propose here, one that centers on the cine-
matic stylization of gun violence.

How did filmmakers integrate sound into the cinematic design of movie
gunplay and use lighting and editing to amplify the force and impact of gun
battles? Filmmakers quickly learned how they could increase what I call the
stylistic amplitude of screen violence, and gun violence furnished a prime ve-
hicle for these experiments. This elaboration of gun violence establishes clear
continuities between classical Hollywood and our own period. The PCA tried
to restrain the rising arc of carnage in thirties crime films, even to the point of
suppressing gangster pictures for a while, but what filmmakers had learned in
the early years of sound they could not unlearn. The die for the future had
been cast.
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Accordingly, chapter four examines the progressively deepening defiance
of the PCA by filmmakers from the 1940s onward, filmmakers who were intent
on bringing a harder violence to the screen than what the PCA would officially
accept. The extent of this defiance is a largely untold story of PCA history, and
it suggests a more limited view of the agency’s authority than is popularly
held. The films examined in this chapter show that filmmakers were putting
on the screen acts of brutality and cruelty that the PCA had specifically pro-
hibited. As a result the boundaries of acceptable screen practice began to ex-
pand, and this helped to erode the agency’s ability to restrain what filmmakers
could show. Like the design of gun violence, this development points to the
linkages between classical and post-classical Hollywood.

As T noted earlier, some published works on the PCA seem to imply that
American film would have been better off had the agency not existed, that it
hobbled and crippled artistic expression. That this is a false question is
demonstrated by the regional censor boards—the ultimate control of film con-
tent and cause of industry regulation lay there. In those times and under those
conditions, the PCA couldn’t not have existed. But, to put all of this more pos-
itively, what did regulation help give to American film?

Chapter five examines the system and forms of screen rhetoric—the figura-
tive devices—that classical Hollywood filmmakers used to suggest acts or cat-
egories of violence that they could not, or chose not to, depict directly. These
forms of visual rhetoric are based on a logic of substitutional value whereby
unacceptable types of violence could be depicted through various kinds of
image substitution. By replacing the offensive or impermissible image or ac-
tion with a less offensive substitute, the substitute could be used to evoke the
more problematic, and censorable, representation. 1 examine five devices
used by filmmakers to elide a presentation of hard violence. The availability
and effectiveness of these devices show a positive contribution by the regula-
tory atmosphere of the times to the stylistic vocabulary of American cinema.
Our screen poetics would be the poorer without them.

Chapter six brings the discussion of classical Hollywood into our own pe-
riod by examining the ways that screen violence has changed since the period
of the Production Code. It compares the regulation of violent screen bebavior
in classical Hollywood (e.g., no automatic weapons to be shown in the hands
of criminals) with the emergence in our own period of violence as a category
in itself. The emergence of this supra-category, which does not exist in this
fashion in classical Hollywood, helped to symbolize the end of the Production
Code Administration, which had never formulated a philosophy for regulating
screen violence. The chapter examines the effort to develop such a philoso-
phy with the inception of the Code and Rating Administration (CARA), with its

9
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G-M-R-X schema, and examines the situation of filmmakers who, by the late
1960s, could put graphic violence on-screen but faced a new arena of PCA-
like negotiation when their films were picked up by network television. The
chapter compares the restricted nature of screen violence in the Hollywood
period with its proliferation in graphic and hard forms in our own. I conclude
with some reflections on the place that violence holds in the deep structure of
cinema and has held throughout its history, as this study of the classical Holly-
wood period will show.

I want to extend my warmest thanks to Barbara Hall and Val Almendariz at the
Margaret Herrick Library. Barbara especially went out of her way to assist with
various last minute requests for material and clarification about points of in-
formation. Her work in support of my scholarship is greatly appreciated.
Thanks also to Michelle LeCompte and Margaret J. Cline for their valuable re-
search assistance.
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Censorship and Screen
Violence before 1930

In 1910, the Chicago police department, charged with enforcing the city’s
film censorship ordinance, banned Final Settlement (Biograph Co.) because it
depicted Kkilling, robbery, and an attack on a woman. It also banned An Eye
Jfor an Eye (Vitagraph Co.) because it depicted two strangulations. It passed
The Third Degree (Actophone Co.), Treasure of the Girl (Carson Co.), Pirate’s
Fiancée (Lux Co.), and New Marshal at Gila Creek (Lubin Co.) provided the
hold-ups, burglaries, kidnapping, robberies, and murders were cut out.!

That same year, in her letter of resignation from New York’s Board of Cen-
sorship (also known as the National Board of Censorship), Josephine Redding
condemned the film industry’s exploitation of violence and crime, arguing that
it damaged the industry economically and ethically. She specifically cited a
Selig film, The Indian’s Way, which depicted fistfights, an attempted murder
and a revenge killing. “Violence is the predominating note,” she wrote. “Pistol
shooting, murder of the girl through physical brutality, the torture of the cul-
prit, the struggle and finally the second murder. Some of us are disturbed by
the effect of having such a cruelly shocking story put out at any time but es-
pecially now when local magistrates are denouncing motion pictures from the
bench because of the violence they portray.”

The New York Board of Censorship had tried to formulate a policy for deal-
ing with film violence. In 1909, its general secretary sent a letter to the Motion
Picture Patents Co., which represented the leading production companies,
suggesting some guidelines the Board would use in evaluating pictures. “Crim-
inal acts which are too violent or gruesome, or which are in no way essential
to the working out of the story, are to be deprecated. Scenes which directly
suggest the committing of crimes, e.g., the manner of picking a lock or
of holding up a person on a highway, are equally objectionable; finally, the

11
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Board desires to express disapproval of scenes which represent the mixing of
potions of poisons for the purpose of committing murder.”

In 1909 cinema was still a very new medium, barely moving beyond
its nickelodeon phase. And yet, as these actions suggest, it was already em-
broiled in controversy over its depictions of violence. These controversies
should look very familiar to us today because they have changed little over
the decades. But cinema itself has changed. It is doubtful, for example, that to-
day’s viewer, seeing An Eye for an Eye or The Indian’s Way, would be scan-
dalized or disturbed by the fights or shootings contained in these films. Much
film violence throughout the silent period has an overtly theatrical quality and
mode of presentation. It is shown in full-figure framings, with the camera at a
comfortable distance from the action, and the victims of punches or gunshots
behave as they might on the stage. They flail about and then fall to the
ground. The interval between the production of two classic Westerns, The
Great Train Robbery (1904) and The Toll Gate (1920), shows a tremendous de-
velopment in narrative complexity and the use of editing and cinematography
for narrative purposes. But the two films show a correspondingly less striking
disparity in their aesthetics of violence. In both films, the fisticuffs and shoot-
ings are stiff and unelaborated. As cinematic events they are brief, and neither
the camerawork nor the editing embellishes the violence in much detail. The
coming of sound did much to change the orientation of filmmakers to the
presentation of violence. Sound stimulated them to search more intensively for
uniquely cinematic inflections and thereby helped to shed the conventions of
stage melodrama. Sound made violence palpable, gave it texture and rhythmic
form, made it sensuous, and overcame the abstracting effects of the silent im-
age. It put the cries of victims and the bark of weapons inside of the image.

But filmmakers who were excited about the revolution in the medium
brought by sound and attracted to the prospect of exploring its potential for
stylizing violence could not work freely; limitations were imposed upon their
range of expression. Although this book is principally about screen violence
during the era of the Production Code in classical Hollywood, we need to be-
gin by taking a brief look at the period that preceded the inception of the
Code in 1930. This chapter, therefore, is intended to give the reader a quick
profile of the inception of film censorship and the way that depictions of vio-
lence helped to instigate that growth. We cannot talk about film violence with-
out talking about regional film censor boards—what filmmakers could and
couldn’t show was always a function of these forces. Moreover, it is ins