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for Adrienne Haydée



The mystic chords of memory, stretching from eveagtlefield and
patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstalhever this broad land,
will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when agtinched, as surely

they will be, by the better angels of our nature.

First Inaugural Address
Abraham Lincoln.
4" March, 1861.

Each torpid turn of the world has such disinherikidren,
to whom no longer what's been, and not yet whailsiag, belongs.

The Seventh ofhe Duino Elegies
Rainer Maria Rilke, 1923.
Translated from the German by J.B. Leishman angh®&te Spender, 1939.
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CHAPTERONE

HAPPINESS ANDFILM BLANC

“How will it end?” are the words printed on Lauterbadge inThe
Truman Showlt is often said that, in Hollywood movies, thadedetermines
the beginning. This could be said of all storieswFapart from the most
seasoned or experimental storytellers have theageuito tell a tale
without knowing how it will end. After he has beparsuaded by Bobby
to take part in a bank robbery, in David Lynchéld at Heart, Sailor
returns home to his girlfriend, Lula, who tells hitithat Bobby Peruso’s
a black angel, Sailor. You hook up with him and ‘flaegret it. If you
lived.” A few moments later, she cries, “Oh, | wigtere was somewhere
over the rainbow. It’s just shit. Shit, shit, shitlollywood’s happy ending
is what both Lauren and Lula want.

Wild at Heart (1990) andThe Truman Show1998) are just two
examples of a substantial body of films that | téilm blanc Filmsblanc
are films in which a saviour with extraordinary pre suspends the
ordinary, known, laws of time and space in ordeafiow one or more
ordinary human characters to reform themselvesféachanging ways.
Almost always, these reforms result in a liberatioove and forntrue
relationshipswithin an authentic communityThese films do not begin
with the phrase “once upon a time,” but the questiat if? Film blanc
has as strong a presence in Hollywood cinema adtéisego, filmnoir. In
Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless M{2004), the saviour is played by the
inventor of a memory-erasing machine. The basiaaijmg principle of
film blancis deus ex machinalthough it is frequently a secular character
who effects the miraculous suspensions of the knlaws of nature rather
than a god.

This book is inspired by one particular raft oé thuge corpus of film
blanc which populated Hollywood release schedules ofttiirties, forties
and fifties. The raft begins witBabriel over the White Housa 1933 and
ends withCarouselin 1956. The films imply that all people are puiésl
by the parental arm of a invisible guardian anlylny were remade in the
1990s, and the later film titles incluichael (1996),A Life Less Ordinary
(1997), Ghost (1990), Flatliners (1990), andAll Dogs Go to Heaven
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(1989). Many of the end-of-millennium movies ardeof described as
second-chance movieSpielberg’'sAlways(1989), a remake of the World
War 1l classic,A Guy Named Jo€l943), is an example. Wild at Heart,
Sailor is given a second-chance when he speaksthétlangel-fairy after
being beaten to near death. | call these filn@ratives of angelic-
intervention

The publication of this book cuts against a tewglan US film studies
to adhere to a canon based rair, horror, science fiction, and comedy.
This canon is not representative of Hollywood otiuod is therefore not
accurate as an history of Hollywood as an induistithese decades. Films
blanc and, specifically, narratives of angelic intertien, represent an
important part of American cultural history. Theagdian angel films of
1933 to 1956 were more than a purely cinematic pimemon. Many were
derived from plays, novels and short stories. ka ylears 1935 to 1948
period, approximately one third of Hollywood filmgere adaptations
(Handel 1950, 22). By contrast almost two thirdstysthree per cent) of
the angelic-intervention films were adaptations. sMof the titles are
credited to previously published or performed ioal works. They were
not only a product of the medium called film, oetmdustry known as
cinema, but products of an American society evigemte-occupied with
the tutelary interventions of the supernatural.lBacl1979, having noticed
the existence of a handful of the originals, thetdrian of American
cinema, Andrew Sarris, commented that “an entirargehad “been
shunted aside” from the history of American filn®¢B, 2).

The concept ointerventionthat | discuss in this book was one element
of the reform ideology that dominated public pabtiin the USA in the
twenties and thirties. The optimistic belief thatisl engineering was both
possible and desirable was widespread at that fifme.guardian angels of
the Catholic tradition in these films are spiritsonprotect and guide human
beings through adversity into safety, from morallatoor deviance into the
correct path, and from uncertainty into revelatiang they fitted neatly into
this reform philosophy. So, too, did the conceptibpurgatory. According
to Western Christian theological traditiopurgatory was a place where
venial sinsmight be expurgated. It lay “between the puritytleé saved on
the one hand and the unpardonable culpability mhioal sinners on the
other” (LeGoff 1984, 5). This conception of sin resleemable coincided
with the Progressive and New Deal view that posdygialized individuals
and subcultures could be reformed by better edutaSunday school and
widespread social welfare interventions. Social keos were the era’s
equivalent to angels.

The second-chance plot device, in which a charaeteirns to life to
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redeem his soul from sin, was a product of the fiysle of films and it was
based on the American conception of the child &sbala rasa(“written
slate”). This was a component of the reform phifgsothat took hold in
the first decades of the twentieth century. A priyndeature of the
Progressives’ perspective on reform (emblematiseduch book titles as
Croly’s 1909 The Promise of American L)fewas the view that poverty
could be eradicated. In the early to mid nineteamthtury, the optimistic
opinion that anyone could be changed and reforméke right environment
grew in certain Progressive circles. The view tbokd that all Americans
could become good, neighbourly, hardworking, anccsessful citizens if
they were exposed to the right social conditionifie human character
was a blank slate onto which the Progressives, siifficient funding and
support from federal or state government, couldickizose constituents
required for realisation of the American Dream. Tdlgula rasaof reform
ideology is the discursive field of these films.

Film narratives of angelic-intervention deliver pggendings, foreground
forgiveness, love, charity, and demonstrate the thes human nature has
to give by adopting a liberal sociological viewsafciety in which reform is
always possible. By contrast, filnmoir foreground the destructiveness of
human nature witfiemmes fataleand thetough-guy accentuate hate and
individualism, tend to present human stories asdetermined or fatalistic,
and are inclined to finish with unhappy endingghAughnoir is frequently
defined primarily by its aberration from the mamestim, and although
disagreements continue about the defining traits camon of the genre, |
will use the term to donate a specific body of filneleased in Hollywood
betweernThe Maltese Falcoim 1941 andlouch of Evilin 1958, which not
only used low-key lighting, but which tended towsarthe narrative
structure identified by Damico (1978).

In this book, I will argue that narratives of arigehtervention are one
type of film blancthat is found in Hollywood. Whilst many filiolanc are
fantasy films, some very significant examples art Many of thewhat if?
questions asked in these narratives pre-empt theveantion of a saviour of
some kind and result, not in suspensions, invessian subversions of
Natural Law, but deliberate and radical disrupti@fisvhat the narrative
deems Cultural Law. A classic example of thi$tiading Placeg1983).

The angelic-intervention films announced by theask ofSabriel over
the White Housén March 1933, were part of Hollywood's productioh
extremely formulaic films in the studio efalhe system has sometimes

! The studio era is generally regarded as the péwimdieen the mid 1920s to the
late 1940s when Hollywood was dominated by eighmhmanies. Of these five
were vertically integrated majors owning institusoof production, distribution
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been called dactory systenengaged in the mass production of movies as
consumer goods. Production was typified by cyclesrketed to their
audiences in terms of genre and stars. Most aditigelic-intervention films
were produced by the majors and mini-majors; alghownly a small
number attained any significant box office succéssy were not B movies
produced by the poorer independents.

The dominant style and structure was extremelydstatized in this
period and was structurally similar to nineteengéimtary melodrama. The
formulaic dramatic conflict was structured aroumdotopposing poles
representing good and evil, with a readily ideabife hero and villain. The
hero was typically played by the greater Hollywostdr, and character
traits of goodness typically conformed to the mgratsonality of the star
created by the media and by his or her previous@gperformances. Styles
of editing, lighting, camerawork and narrative sture were designed to be
invisible so that the viewer could concentrate lgabe the story and on the
characters.

In the studio era, a great many genres reliabliveledd happy endings
The good versus evil moral conflict described aboaked for a clear-cut,
gratifying plot resolution in which evil was desgeml and good rewarded.
This would leave no doubt in the audience’s mirat thrtue was a positive
force and that their fantasies could come true.tMbshese ideas had been
advanced many decades earlier by critics associatdéd the Frankfurt
School in Germany. “As soon as the film begings fuite clear how it will
end, and who will be rewarded, punished, or forygtt wrote Theodore
Adorno and Max Horkheimer in an essay first puldishn 1947 (1979,
125). But is often said that the happy ending becalinthe more important
after 1933 when Roosevelt came to power, and theifidustry entered
into a pact with the administration, in some casmsplicit, and in others —
such as Warner Bros - explicit, to support thenmafog policies of the New
Deal. On Bergman’s account of Depression cinenm&fuhction of a great
many films during the 1930s, was to convert soeial into personal evil
which could be defeated and turn the agents othe Deal into the forces
of good (1971).

On the fringes of the school was Walter Benjaminoseh ill-fated
journey to Los Angeles to join these intellectualmpanions who were
enjoying the glamorous companionship of Hollywoddufes such as
Charlie Chaplin and Greta Garbo, has been muchrdected elsewhere. In

and exhibition: Loews-MGM, Paramount Publix, FoxniCorporation (2[‘3
Century Fox after 1935), Warner Bros, and RKO. &hmere mini-majors owning
institutions of production and distribution but rethibition: Universal Pictures,
Columbia Pictures, and United Artists.
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1939-1940, Benjamin had described an “angel obhistocked in futility
with his back to the future. In 1939, the Germahistartist, Paul Klee had
created twenty-nine sketches or paintings of angapired by human
themes. It is well known that one of thegsgelus Novusserved as the
inspiration for Walter Benjamin’§’heses on the Philosophy of History
(1968, 253).

It is not possible to expand discussion of Benjasnangel of history
from theTheseswithout referring to theoretical and spiritualuss beyond
the focus and scope of this particular book. Néwdess, Benjamin's
essay has served as the paradigm through whichintegtretations of the
significance of angels in twentieth century filitetature and photography
have been articulated since the 1980s, and it i®iamall way significant
that Benjamin wrote his essay at the very time tHatlywood was
beginning this cycle of films, a cycle which woullecome enduring
fodder for Hollywood film-makers for a further syxtyears and which
would deliver films sometimes radical in their inges, pushing for a
demystification of reality, and at other times pnaridly conservative and
reactionary, urging for a repression of the seldl amgo of which
Benjamin’s sometimes colleagues, Adorno and Horkbeihad written so
critically in the essays collected togethebDialectic of the Enlightenment
most notably “Odysseus of Myth and Enlightenmemtstfpublished in
1944 (1979).

With the ban on importation of Hollywood films France, where he
spent much of the War, it is unlikely that Benjamitould have been
aware of these films, let alone been able to vieant The first serious
criticism of the films from a European writer washfished in 1951 by
Roger Caillois, a member of the Collége de Socieldgosely associated
with some of the Frankfurt School writers, in trentext of the cultural
fall-out of the Léon Blum-James Byrnes accord thiadught American
films into France in unprecedented numbers in thst-pvar years from
1946 to 1953 (Genesko 2003, 87). Caillois appli¢iiearetical framework
from his 1950'homme and le sacrénfluenced by Max Weber’s writings
on the rationalisation of culture, to an analysfsaohandful of these
angelic-intervention films (1964). Caillois integted the bureaucratic
representations of heaven as indicative of theimaf the sacred in
American society. Caillois’'s view was informed byetgeneral opinion,
derived from Nietzsche, that Western culture wasdyeecularised, not by
the demise of the power of the institutions of Gtwnity, but because
Christianity itself was being secularised. His iptetation is compatible
with Adorno’s view that during the 1940s and 1950#e shell of
Christine doctrine, above all its social authogtyd also a number of more
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or less isolated elements of its content, is prxeskand “consumed” in a
haphazard way as a “cultural good” like patriotiem traditional art”
(1975a, 434).

The first part of his argument appears to be supddy the statistics.
The years 1900-1930 saw a decline in the poweriafigence of the
churches and a concomitant fall in Church affitiatin many Western
European nations. In the USA, however, religioustiiations retained
their powers and sought to retain the moral highgd in the social and
political arena. Between 1933 and 1955, contramhéopattern in Europe,
church affiliation in the USA actually increased i(8n 1966, 109).
Wilson’s view is that, in these years, seculargatin North American
drained the religious content, without too radigadffecting the form of
religious institutions (1966, 110). The second mdrAdorno’s argument
appears to be supported by the films, a larger mundd which are
analysed here. Caillois was able to view only adfisln These films
demonstrate the simultaneous exploitation and etamuof the sacred in
the name of a political and economic agenda whiehdenominationally
heterogeneous Hollywood, intentionally or not, egls

The conservative morality that informed this fotenand the angelic-
intervention films produced within its framework, énshrined in the 1934
Hays Code. The Hays Code was a document thatlthdarfdustry issued
under the jurisdiction of Will Hays and Joseph Brew provide
instructions on film content for studios and proghsc Many of
Hollywood’s creative personnel objected to the rhooae of the code.
Chaplin signposted the men'’s toilets in his stuifitll Hays” to indicate
his disgust to all guests, visitors, and actors,eikample. Nevertheless,
virtually all studios were bound by its directivasd it is important to note
that the cycle of angelic-intervention films wererib of the strictures of
this code as much as they were created as a g tanti-social ethos of
earlier film cycles. “The word “moral” or its deatives appears in the
code twenty-six times. Valuative terms like “sirigvil,” “bad,” “right,”
and “good” appear frequently. Although divine lags rmentioned only
once, the language and reasoning of the Code bétonmpral philosophy
rather than social science” (Inglis 1976, 378). Thede states that
entertainment is “either HELPFUL or HARMFUL to theiman race”.
Because of this “the motion picture ... has specialORAL
OBLIGATIONS” to create only “correct entertainmenthich “raises the
whole standard of a nation” and “tends to imprdwe ttace, or at least to
re-create or rebuild human beings exhausted with rdalities of life”
(Roffman and Purdy 1981, 6).

Robert Alter has written an extremely interestimgk on tradition and
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modernity in the writings of Franz Kafka, Walterrij@min and Gershom
Scholem (1991). Alter argues that each writer tisesymbol of the angel
to communicate thoughts about tradition. Althougiche author uses the
symbol very differently, all three seem to dislactie angel from tradition
or, more accurately, to find the angel a sole, nmegg@ss, andowerless
survivor of tradition. Scholem writes of the andedtm a first-person
perspective, “I am an unsymbolic thing;” Benjamiesdribes the angel of
history as locked in futility with his back to thature; Kafka writes of an
angelic epiphany which transpires to be no moren thavision of “a
painted wooden figurehead off the prow of some .Shifiter interprets
Kafka’s story as a relic from the past.

This angel, like Benjamin’s might perhaps be agetufrom paradise, but
without the capacity to look back: it stands inqisely the sad relation to
the realm of divine origins as that in which a wendigurehead nailed to
the ceiling of a tavern stands to the sea. Thelangté its fleeting promise

of revelation, is associated with cultural memony s discovered to be
only a relic from the past, an accoutrement of sfaed seafaring put to
decorative use in the age of Edison. (Alter 199B)1

Alter argues that the “dumbfounded refugee of relig still carries
the promise(s) of Judaic religion. “Kafka's silemhgel speaks neither
Hebrew nor German, but it is made, through a willedl of human
intervention, to hold a candle for the man to whitrhas appeared ...
something that may endure still glimmers forth fraime realm of
transcendence that tradition so urgently addres¢&891, 119). | will
argue that to understand whether something “stithmgers” from the
angel in popular North American culture, one haartalyse the context in
which religious institutions themselves have been gt the service of
political ends.

Chapters 2 to 6 consist of essays on the firstecgélfiims released
before 1956. Chapters 7 to 9 centre on films reléaster 1978. Between
1956 and 1978, Hollywood produced very few happdimgn fantasies
featuring angels. Roger VadimBarbarella (1968) and Heck Harvey's
Carnival of Soul§1962)come close to the model of narration, but do not
have the hallmark features of the “happy endingi &el-good ethos of
the earlier runFeel-goodfantasies, of which the angelic-intervention film
is a variety, and which were so typical during VdowWar Il, did not
feature in Hollywood’'s mainstream product betwe8b6land 1978 when
Warren Beatty’Heaven Can Waif1978) was released. In the 1970s and
1980s, religious topics and biblical stories weererin the release
schedules of the large studios. Most of the exoeptivere satirical films
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(such as Monty Pythontsife of Brian1979) or unorthodox interpretations
(such asrhe Last Temptation of Chri$988).

In the chapter titled “An American Tradition” libg together the key
themes and arguments of the social and textuatisnt of the earlier
essays. | argue that there is a clear line fromatiges of intervention in
mid nineteenth century children’s fiction through ttventy-first century
narratives of Hollywood film evident in conceptiomg the need for
welfare intervention to redeem the corruptalula rasa

This study is offered as complimentary to Laweerand Jewett’s
study of The Myth of the American Superhe(@002), and three
commendable works on Hollywood film in the earlyripd: Buhle and
Wagner's Radical Hollywood: The Untold Story Behind Amerga’
Favourite Movieg2002),J.R. Parish’s Ghosts and Angels in Hollywood
Films (1994), and Peter Roffman and Jim Purdisllywood Social
Problem Film: Madness, Despair and Politics frone thepression to the
Fifties (1981). The latter three were consulted in thectefor films that
should be considered in this cycle, along with dhehives at the Library
of Congress and the British Film Institute. It isped that this book
contributes to a more sophisticated, less canoaeebamderstanding of
Hollywood culture and industrial practice, as urdgdStephen Neale in
his commendable work on genre in Hollywood film @RJ.



CHAPTERTWO

THE RADICAL SPIRIT

In 1933 MGM, then one of the largest studios inlly4wood, and
certainly the most conservative, shocked the ingustd critics alike by
releasing a film in which the angel Gabriel camaevddrom heaven to
teach the American President how to run his coutrgerica was in the
midst of Depression. It was three and a half ys#éise the great stock
market crashes of October twenty-fourth and twemigh 1929, but
unemployment was standing at thirteen million, ¢hewas pressing
concern about the levels of crime and poverty inefioa’s cities, and
there was a widespread anger and hostility towabds business
reminiscent of the anti-monopoly politics of theofressive Era of the
1910s and 1920s (Garraty 1997, 44, Bolt 1974, DuB@89).

The film was calledsabriel over the White Hous#. was directed by
Gregory LaCava, and the film's uncredited producess William
Randolph Hearst, the legendary media magnate arovmmn Orson
Welles is said to have fashion@itizen Kane(1940). Hearst had begun
his career in publishing. In 1922, he moved his pany, Cosmopolitan
Productions, from New York to Hollywood and strueldeal with MGM
so that Cosmopolitan could operate as an indep¢énmi@aduction unit
benefiting from MGM's larger distribution structur&abriel was not a
huge commercial success but neither was it a ol it was, perhaps
surprisingly given the film's political content, Weemed by the trade
press.

In the film, a recently inaugurated President lo¢ tUnited States
undergoes a dramatic and fundamental change itigablideology and
economic policy following severe concussion sufferim a driving
accident. Judson Hammond (Walter Houston) is tansd from a
President who makes nominal statements about iagothe recession
resulting from the 1929 Crash, into a President wakes drastic action:
he fires his conservative government, suspends 1@esgforms an Army
of Construction and other Government labour prejecpens up state
liquor stores to put the bootleggers out of businesid uses tanks and
firing squads against the gangsters. He insistsiittaonly the USA but all
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the allied nations pay off their national debtsd dhen unites them and
other nations in signing a Covenant for World Pedcean aside to the
President’'s Secretary of State, Miss Molloy (thedRtent’s Confidential

Secretary) says she believes that President Hammasmtbeen inspired to
take these actions by the intervention of the amggbriel immediately

after the car crash, “I became aware tonight dfia tbeing. | know that

sounds impossible. I'm not a very religious perddeek, but does it seem
too fanciful to believe that God might have semt dmgel Gabriel to do for
Jud Hammond what he did for Daniel?”

A gust of wind in an earlier scene suggests tmatspeech to Congress
was written by the spirit of Abe Lincoln, Republic@resident of the
United States during the Civil War (1861-8165).ddim was famous for
defending the preservation of the Union of statgsirest Southern
secession and was somewhat of an icon of US nétideatity. The
hailing of Lincoln’s legendary speeches on the dedeof the union was a
timely one, given that America was facing greatision and economic
conflict. With the Depression, national identitydammity were, once again,
under threat. With the angel of the spirit of LihgoGabriel over the
White Houseushered in a new type ofiero-redeemerfigure for
mainstream Hollywood fiction in search of a happyieg. The new
redeemer fitted the temper of the Hays Code. It washaracter who
intervened in the lives of other human charactarsrder to help them
realise the pioneer values and social aspiratidritheo American nation.
The redeemer was an angel, soul or ghost and i1988s he became a
leading man in films thaalways had a happy ending and were pre-
occupied with urban problems of crime (particularljvenile
delinquency), gambling, alcoholism and unemployment

Three weeks afteGabriel over the White Housgas premiered, F.D.
Roosevelt assumed the office of President of théednStates on a
programme of widespread welfare and taxation refofthis was no
coincidence. Hearst had been an outspoken supmdigosevelt and had
helped to nominate him in 1932. The film articuthtds radical opinions
on war-debts, unemployment, and war veterans. AthaHearst became
increasingly conservative after Roosevelt tookceffithere is little doubt
that the film was intended to further his views eagatner support for
Roosevelt's forthcoming one hundred days of reforecording to
McConnell, Louis Mayer, the head of MGM, was “griveoncerned”
about the film that had been rushed through thdymtion schedule in his
absence (1976). Mayer was a staunch supporter aivétp and was
concerned, like other executives at the studia, tira film was insidious
propaganda for the incoming Roosevelt Administratibid, 9).
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In times of political crisis, American has tendedurn to religion as a
legitimation or affirmation of political decisionand political action
where, since the Enlightenment, European countiaes tended to use so-
called de-mythologized secular moralities to mabili support for
programmes of political action. Despite being, iytins of origins, a
nation born of the Reformation, and despite eatlyiten declarations of
the illegitimacy of petitionary prayer, American lpical leaders and
media figures have not deterred from calling upood'& services to
intervene in difficult times.

In his impressive bookProtestants, Prayer and American Culture
Rick Ostrander relates several instances of Amearioae of petitionary
prayer to recover from crisis (2000). The first mzed in 1881 after
President James A. Garfield was shot. Americans fai denominations
united to offer prayers for his recovery, and Syndagust twenty-eighth
was declared a day for earnest prayer to speeprbggess. Twenty years
later, another American President, William McKinleyas also shot, and
prayers were held by a wide variety of worshippasgemblies across the
country for the president’s recovery. In 1914, wher had been declared
in Europe, President Woodrow Wilson named Sundatplégs fourth “as
a national day of prayer and supplication for peateturope,” and
“instructed citizens to pray that God would ‘vouafes His children
healing peace again and restore once more conaoahg men and
nations™ (ibid, 3). Prayers for peace appeareddily newspapers across
the land.

For Ostrander, the most significant feature of ¢htsee episodes in
US history is that the prayers failed to work. Rtest Garfield died
within a few weeks. President McKinley died one kwedter his doctors
had predicted he would survive. Peace did not reigr Europe, and the
Great War raged on for a further four years briggthe death of an
estimated eight-ten million people. The prayersnilfions of Americans
were not answered. Americans, at the end of theteémth and dawn of
the twentieth century, had a notably frustratedti@hship to petitionary
prayer.

Although Gabriel ushered in a new type of redeemer, angels were not
new to Hollywood. They had a history in cautionegform or temperance
tales. An examination of angelic-intervention anwyelic iconography
within pictorially secular narratives in early filim beyond the scope and
focus of this particular book. However, an examorabf all those titles
featuring “angel” entered on thiternet Movie Databas€IMDb) for
films originating in the USA and released betweeB6l and 1920
suggests not only that angels were comparativghulao characters in the
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one and two reelers, but that they were being wegdlarly to explore
childhood innocence in the poverty of the sluifise Angel of the Slums
(1911), The Guardian Ange{1912), The Angel of the Slum4912), The
Angel of theSlums(1913), At the Sign of the Lost Ang€l913), The
Fallen Angel(1913), His Guardian Angel(1915), His Guardian Angel
(1916), Man and His Ange(1916), The Angel of Piety Fla1916), The
Angel Factory(1917), The Angel of Poverty Ro{l917), The Rescuing
Angel(1919) andAngel Child(1919).

A total of thirty-nine films were found using thehanced search
mechanism and it seems fairly certain that a largenber of film titles
featured the term “angel” given that thDb is not a comprehensive
database, but one which is dependent on the vejuentributions of
private users. Very little information was avaikafdn any of these titles
and no plot summaries were availablelgiDb. Copies were not available
at the British Film Institute, but might be avaietdrom the Library of
Congress, or, less likely, from the original stiedith may be that the prints
never come to light, but that flm summaries coblel compiled from
alternative sources (such as release schedulab}thanmay be a useful,
albeit substantial, avenue for future research.

During the 1910s, socially conscious films were omm. The rich,
both aristocrats and wealthy businessmen, wereesulfp scoffing
critiques in these films, partly because the autbefor two- and three-
reelers was chiefly working class (the gentrifioatiof cinema exhibition
did not occur until after World War Il). Many of éke two- and three-
reelers were characterised by a Victorian moralitd were presented in
the form of late nineteenth century melodramas. Diekensian novel
served as somewhat of a prototype for such filniee Temperance film”
was a Dickensian type moral melodrama containingrgalicit sermon on
reform behaviour. An example is D.W. Griffith'A Drunkard’s
Reformation (1909), which warned of the dangers of alcoholo-Pr
prohibition forces and campaigners used the filmattempt to influence
and education working class men and immigrants.

In the same year that MGM releas@dbriel over the White House
Warner Bros releasethe Mayor of Hell(1933) starring James Cagney.
This was the first major and successful featurgtleidrama exploring the
impact of welfare intervention on delinquent inméy children. From the
colonial period to the nineteenth century, childiead been viewed as
miniature adults who were inherently aggressive sinfll, and therefore
prone to all kinds of vices including idleness. ttle mid-nineteenth
century this view began to change, and, in 1914 Mdntessori’sOwn
Handbookwas published, declaring that “children are hurbamgs to
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whom respect is due, supertorus by reason of their innocence and of the
greater possibilities of the future” (1965, 133). the early nineteenth
century, charity organisations and reformers beliethat children would
benefit from “constructive altruism” (Trattner 1999A broad child
welfare movement swept through America and took yn&érms. It
involved the removal of neglected children from sihmuses and placing
them in private homes, the creation of juvenile rteouand probation
systems, the provision of mothers and widows pessi@nd crusades
against child labour.

The Mayor of Hellattacks the old style of reformatory in which
children had been kept, and advances a Progresspe view of the
political conditions necessary for children — ahditt carers — to improve
their conduct, the kind of which Maria Montessoright have approved.
In the film, James Cagney plays a gangster pdljieppointed to run an
oppressive children’s reformatory as part of a déti the authorities. He
successfully institutes a radical new system of-gelernment for the
kids. The message is that humane treatment and alatitogovernment
can benefit everyone, including Cagney himself \dils in love with one
of the reformatory nurses. Cagney's character semally a social
worker; he performs the same story-function asgihardian angels, and
functions as a secular, reforming, saviour. Assalteof his charitable and
populist intervention, everyone lives happily eaéer.

Underlying The Mayor of Hellis a social environmentalist view of
human nature. In the Progressive Era between td@slénd World War 1,
this social environmentalist view of human natui@svadvanced by many
reform groups. It is important to note that not afll those figures and
groups involved in Progressivism subscribed toaoenvironmentalism.
Nevertheless, many of those working in the citieghwjuvenile
delinquents, or for prison reform, the temperaneaevement, and others
involved with advancing women'’s rights, minimum wag welfare and
the regulation of employmentid subscribe to a version of it. As a result
of the view that human behaviour could be drambyicanproved by
social intervention to alter the social and ecomoounditions in which
Americans lived, a huge number of progressive rmefowere pushed
through Congress, and virtually the only major piexf legislation not
enacted was compulsory health insurance.

This social environmentalist view of human natwgeséry prominent
in the child reform cycle of films featuring seautatelary interventions of
which The Mayor Of Helis the beginning. In the strong version of social
environmentalism present in this film, human natisre& tabula rasa a
Latin phrase translated as a “written slate” toalerthat a child is born a
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blank slate without morals or knowledge. From tighilosophical
perspective, a child only becomes a moral knowiags@n when culture
writes itself on her; for example as she receiv@dance from her parents
and her schooling. This idea is worked out by Jbboke in hisEssay
Concerning Human Understandingnd is commonly cited as a feature of
much European Enlightenment thought (2008, firélished 1690).

The tabula rasaidea is a fundamental precondition for the idea of
social work and social intervention that we se@lie Mayor of Hell If
children are not born evil, but are born blankedatheir bad behaviours
are caused by bad conditions such as poverty, mxeding, ill health,
poor parenting, and an absence of schooling. #f ithtrue, social leaders
can intervene to remove these conditions. As dtrekildren will change,
and an entire nation of perfect honest, loving,poasible, socially
minded, hard-working Americans will result. Likewijsif prisoners are
given the right kinds of support, and the negatieaditions which led
them to a life of crime are removed, then prisorens also be reformed
and given the chance to become honest, hardwosimgricans.

It is generally held that the Progressive Movemfelit apart in the
1920s as business leaders took objection to theiddalism of the more
optimistic reform groups, and as ordinary Americéost their zeal for
reform because they were benefiting from the buoyaof the labour
market and from the myriad reforms. In some circtes conception of
the tabula rasa endured, however, and, after the 1929 Crash, & wa
rekindled in the two reform programmes of the Reeeadministrations.

The tabula rasaperspective held very significant parallels witte th
Catholic conception of angels and saints as mediatm the secular
reform philosophy, because humans tafeula rasa,social workers can
intervene to cleanse them of their sins, teach them behaviours, and
ensure that they live happily ever after. In theliPa tradition of Catholic
theology, because God lovedl His people,everyoneis assigned a
guardian angel at birth to protect her and directth do good in the face
of temptation and evilAll human beings have the capacity to reform
themselves, and live happily ever after. This RFeuliradition conflicts
with the conception evident in some Protestanting#, that angels
minister only to the elec{those who have already been predestined by
God for salvation). Social workers, psychiatristeunsellors, therapists,
and psychologists have been the twentieth centguyvalent to Catholic
mediators to whom one would make a confession aodive instruction
on how to redeem oneself from one’s sins.

Chaplin’'s The Kid (1921) also attacks the late nineteenth century
institutions for caretaking orphaned or delinquehildren, and was no
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doubt fuelled by time he spent in an orphanageandon as a child. The
film opens with a wide shot of a large dominatinigt@rian building with
the words “CHARITY HOSPITAL” written below the caioe. An inter-
title introduces the Edna Purvience character timdy sin — motherhood;”
Edna walks down the path away from the hospital lao#fs around her
for somewhere to leave her child. Another cut takesviewer to a shot of
Jesus Christ nailed to the cross on top of alnilsubsequent scenes, the
viewer is told that the little boy (played by Jazlktoogan) is found and
adopted by the Tramp. Chaplin’s Tramp loves theelithild and protects
him. When the welfare services arrive to compulgsemove the kid from
Chaplin’s care, the kid weeps desperately for tha mho has unofficially
adopted him. Bereft and exhausted, the Tramp &alisep on the doorstep
outside his apartment and dreams of a heaven iohwie and the kid are
re-united and then fly freely around the City.

In the Dreamland sequence, the inter-title “Sin épgein” occurs,
followed by a shot of an arch leading out of theeest above which is a
sign with the words “WELCOME TO OUR CITY.” “Sin” i¢ocated in
“the city,” and the viewer is directed to believat the Tramp’s street, his
natural location and home, is not the city. Seveehons prance about
and one of them enters the Tramp’s street. Theldraengs to the safe
street which is “outside” society. The demon bekim the city which is
“within” society and which the Tramp cannot toleralhe city caused the
little boy to be abandoned in the first instancad @he city, and its
representative institutions — the police and sowiatkers - have now
taken the little boy away from the Tramp again. Wtite next intertitle,
“the trouble begins,” the chief demon attempts riluence the female
angel. “Vamp him” says the demon. She begins taicsadim. Another
title states “innocence,” presumably intended tbelathe Tramp’s
position. The Tramp’s passions get the better of and he follows the
angel through the arch into the sinful city. Theargother man enters and
is presented on another inter-title as her loves. gflows jealous of the
Tramp and starts a fight. All three return to theet for a big slapstick
fight scene involving an excessive amount of feathend a policeman.
The Tramp manages to escape by flying away, bshias down by a bullet
from the policeman and falls crumpled back ontodberstep where the
sequence began. A slow dissolve around the polioEnsaking actions
brings him back into reality.

The Kidis a far more stubborn film than others of thisiqgut finding
in the child not atabula rasa but pure goodness. Its attitude towards
public and charitable institutions is that goodness be maintained only
outside any of the institutions associated withapitalist society, all of
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which are represented as repressive and intolerant.

Those public and charitable welfare agencies dstaddl in the
Progressive Era proved incapable of providing tlagmitude of relief that
was needed in the Depression. So too did the privetitutions of the
family, the neighbour, the landlord and the empfoge beloved of
Hoover. Just as Randolph Hearst and Gregory La ®adapredicted it
would happen if the angel Gabriel came to the WHitese, the New Deal
brought a new version of welfare to the United &awhich involved far
greater Federal intervention than the Progresdiaeksever imagined. In
1933, Roosevelt established the Federal EmergeatigfRAdministration
(FERA) to deal with the immediate effects of thisist It was headed by a
social worker Harry Hopkins. FERA provided funds and a numbgr o
work programmes to provide assistance to unemployerkers in the
1930s. In January 1935, the Social Security Actabex law. This
established a federal social insurance system lébage, unemployment
and disability, and a state-federal public asst#asystem of federal
grants to states. The system was not nationat,w@as in many European
countries. Nor was it as comprehensive in its giowvi for basic needs. It
had a small state-based system of public aid pruyidenefits on the
basis of need. Most of the benefits were made abiailthrough social
insurance for only those who had “earned” them liyug of work.
Nevertheless, it was a start.

Films produced in the first six months of Roosesggliresidency were
buoyant. They were optimistic films in which chasss achieved their
dreams within America’s traditional institutionsrof the mid 1930s
onward, Hollywood produced a cycle @cial drama filmswhich
espoused New Deal themes. Many are attributedeadlatively laissez
faire management style of Jack Warner and his &awlarner Bros. The
concept of thesocial problem filmis used to describe narrative films that
integrate a larger and politicised social confligttween the characters
than was conventional. Hollywood produced and ntarkea number of
such films in the 1930s, and by the 1940s, the dftize heyday, the term
"social problem-" or "message-" film was convenébm its usage with
the industry and the public. Warner Brothers, Iarg@der the direction of
Darryl F. Zanuck, started taking their film subgclrom the news
headlines. These "headliner" movies were genecdlaply made, gritty
in their realist aesthetic, and foregrounded a waylclass attitude and
New Deal political sympathies. Mervyn LeRoy'sam a Fugitive from a
Chain Gang(1932) was the most notable of the cycle, andutsess led
Warner Brothers and other studios to copy the féaméAt Columbia
Pictures, Frank Capra made a reputation by devedopmis signature blend
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of social problem film and comedy into three pogiufeaturesMr Deeds
Goes to Towrf1936),Mr Smith Goes to Washingti®39) andvieet John
Doe(1941).

These social problem films were not necessarilyntbst subversive of
all those produced in the 1930s and 1940s. Manye vpeoduced by
writers and directors from the left, and can bensa® a product of to the
politicisation of Hollywood in response to econonudsis in the film
industry (Roffman and Purdy 1981), but they weré the most radical.
1933 was the year in which Hollywood was worsthyitthe Depression.
In the first two years of the 1930s, the Big Fivieudtos had escaped
severe financial crisis because the novelty of Byodised sound had
continued to attract large audiences. During theopgel928 to 1932,
Hollywood film-makers adjusted their styles andht@ques for telling
stories in order to incorporate synchronized diato@nd sound effects.
Initially this produced some odd results, such apdht's experiments in
multi-lingual recording, and had generated somé sfé&alogue, camera
positions, and editing. A number of silent Hollywbatars lost their
premiere position amongst studio executives afenfopming badly in
sound-tests. However by 1933, synchronised soumd-fivere the norm
and were being produced with a stable, standardibgd of production.
As the novelty of sync sound wore off, by March 398ree of the Big
Five studios - Fox, Paramount and RKO - were ireirgship (Shindler
1996, 28). Most of the studios could not meet thayrolls. Massive wage
reductions were imposed, in some cases up togédtycent.

A relative politicization of technical and creatipersonnel followed.
In addition, an increasing number of studio heagstshsas Jack Warner
became sympathetic to Roosevelt's New Deal orhatvery least, more
liberal in the messages they permitted their wsjtgproducers, and
directors to send out. This may account for thegase in reform issues in
the angelic-intervention films from 1933 onwardsd auggests that media
mogul Hearst's direct involvement in the productwinGabriel over the
White Houseén order to influence public opinion on politicalatters was
by no means the exception at this time. It wasthencontrary, the norm
for producers and executives to view their prodigcpart of a political, if
not ideological, campaign to bring America out @fession.

Interestingly, the fantasy genre seems to have &gdarticular appeal
for left-wing writers. In their analysis of B horrélms, Buhle and Wagner
argue that, “precisely because the attention ob@enand conservative
political critics focused elsewhere, artists on thattom rungs of the
genres often had a freer hand than their more exkalbunterparts. For
another, they were more likely to be in touch witbrking-class audiences
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than were the artists whose work was reviewed @ literary press”
(2002, 111-2). Some of the key characters on theviere involved in the
production of the angelic-intervention films, ndgaliRobert Sherwood,
Irving Pichel, Sidney Buchman, and Dalton Trumbo.

But some writers still preferred to conduct theadical social
experiments in serious social realist drama. Indtiginally contraversial
but highly acclaimed melodramdmitation of Life (1934),the hero-
redeemer is a secular character. Because thipfidsented radical views
on the rights of women and Blacks, it demands nistethis film, Bea
Pullman falls on hard times after her husband diesl his maple syrup
business begins to fail. Help comes in the formDafilah Johnson.
Delilah is a Black housekeeper who turns up looKorgwork one day at
Bea’'s house. She has a daughter named Peola, whdigt-skinned that
she can pass as white. Bea takes the mother agthtdain to help to run
the house and the business. Delilah makes fantpaticakes, and Bea
comes up with the idea of selling the pancakesutijitaa new coffee shop,
Aunt Delilah’s Pancake House. In exchange for Rbld recipe, Bea
gives Delilah twenty percent of profits and both thews become
millionaires when they box and sell the secretpecDelilah’s daughter
Peola has been passing as White at every opportiniiten she drops out
of the Black Southern college, Delilah and Beamétto find her. They
discover that Peola is working at a restaurant fawhich Blacks are
barred. When Delilah walks through the door, Pquletends she has
never met Delilah before in her life. DevastatedlilBh returns home and
dies of a broken heart. At her funeral, Peola sroeme with remorse, and
throws herself on Delilah’s casket.

Delilah is the social worker style of secular tatelvho lives and acts
entirely for the good of other people. She arrifiég® an angel, an
uninvited mysterious stranger, at Bea’'s door. Hppearance seems
destined, because Bea had not advertised for ackeeger. Bea is a
perfect candidate for an angelic intervention. Bh& “good” woman who
works hard and good mother who looks after her bergdespite great
adversity (having lost her husband). Delilah takeghe role of thangel
in the housdnurturer, cook, masseur, cleaner, listener, sippo leaving
Bea free to concentrate on her role as pariarch (breadwinner,
adventurer, inventor, decision-maker). Delilah potsé Bea until the end,
not in the new 1930s manner of Esquire type argelh as Cary Grant, or
old-fashioned Victorian angels, but asfeanale angel.Her recipe for
pancakes is what saves Bea, and she protects Bea \iithin the
domestic sphere. When Delilah dies, the story emdswith Bea getting
married to Stephen and living happily ever aftert, 'eminiscing with her
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daughter about that wonderful day on which Delfiadt arrived.

Imitation of Lifewas out of sync with its time in dealing with raci
segregation and working women. It was ahead ofirtg in presenting
single women as successful entrepreneurs in admssinaditionally run by
men. It was adapted from the 1933 novel of the sitieeby Fanny Hurst.
Fanny had apparently been inspired to write theysafter taking a road
trip to Canada with the acclaimed Black short-stamjter Zora Neale
Hurston who wrotéMules and Mer(1935). When it was first released in
1934, it was attacked by both liberals who argled Delilah’s character
was an outdated domestic stereotype (“the jolly cBlacook” or
“Mammy”). Indeed the Delilah character does seemilydegressive as a
meek “Negro” who knows her placein society. Conservatives also
objected to the film. Until two weeks’ into prindgp photography, the
Hays office refused to approve the script for a bamof reasons,
including the suggestion that a “mixed race” sexe#dtionship had taken
place in order for Peola to be “light skinned.” THays code forbad the
representation of miscegenation. Breen insisteds“mur conviction that
any picture which raises and elaborates such alaninfiable racial
guestion as that raised by this picture, is fraugith grave danger to the
industry, and hence is one which we, in the dispéms of our
responsibilities under the Resolution for Uniformterpretation of the
Production Code, may be obliged to reject.” Fredasiington, who
played Peola, devoted most of her working life rafteaking this film to
civil rights struggles for Blacks.

“The destiny of American youth is the destiny of Amea,” said
Roosevelt in 1934 (Trattner 1999, 94). By the 1930swas widely
believed that humans were neither good nor badplastic creatures who
could, and would, be shaped by their environmente® welfare state, its
institutions and workers, could mould these plastieatures into the
nation’s new ideal men and women with, as Lincoda fiamously said,
with charity for all and malice towards noriéhe Mayor of Helwas one
of the first films to attempt a realistic portrayafl the brutal treatment of
children in state reformatories in the 1920s an@0$9but others followed.
A more successful release wBeck's Bad Boy1934), starring Jackie
Coogan. The screenplay was written by left-wingtevri Marguerite
Roberts, and had been adapted from a popular eimbteentury
children’s book series. Following these, Warnetsaged a cycle of films
about kids from the slums.

The box office succesBead End(1937), is the most significant of the
child reform cycle for our purposes. It focusesaosingle dead end street
facing the East River and tries to dramatize how émvironment shapes
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all the people living there. Bogart plays a kilkamed Babyface who
returns to the street. Dave is the hero redeemer tvias to stop a new
generation of slum kids of becoming killers and tilgethe same fate as
Babyface. It was directed by William Wyler, proddceat Samuel
Goldwyn’s company, and distributed by United AdisBabyface, the
gangster, is presented as a frightened and lonelgture full of false
bravado. Dave, the redeemer, seems to be impatentiable to realize
his idealistic goals. His ambition to tear down sheéms and build a decent
world where people can “live decent and be decentibt achieved. Thus,
Dead Endillustrates the impotency of the non-angelic iméarer; the
failure of realistic characters to improve the éftthe slum kids in the
future and avert their sorry fate.

The city priest appears as a recurrent Cathaio-hedeemer in a
number of the Warners’ child reform cycle. One loé tmost successful
was Michael Curtiz’Angels with Dirty Face§1938) which was produced
at First National. Pat O’Brien stars as the Pnésb was once a vagabond
hooligan of the streets with his old childhood gadcky Sullivan. Rocky
Sullivan (played by James Cagney) returns to ther Nerk slum after
serving fifteen years in jail. His goal is to gbetone hundred thousand
dollars owed him by corrupt lawyer Frazier (playgdHumphrey Bogart),
and fifty per cent of everything that Frazer makgsworking for mafia
boss Mac Keefer, as per a deal that he cut witki€rdefore he went to
jail. Frazier refuses to co-operate, however, andki® ends up engaging
the services of the teenage boy-gang (the DeadKlitis), in order to get
his due.

Father Connolly feels morally compelled to betrdaig childhood
friendship with Rocky in order to protect the kiftem involvement in
Rocky’s criminal world. He runs a special recreatt@ntre for the kids at
the local church in order to keep them off theetBeand show them an
alternative and better way to build a future. Whds first, Rocky helps
Father Connolly to involve the kids in the centnel get them to “play by
the rules” (in the baseball sequence at the gymgdon lapses into his old
ways, and, under his influence, the kids fail totup at the gym one day.
Laury, Rocky’s love-interest tracks them down: fhdlly located our
precious angels,” she tells Connolly. The Priest Rocky follow her to a
casino where the kids are drinking and gamblinghafimakes you think
hanging around here spending this kind of monegadsg to get you
anywhere but jail?” says Connolly to Soapy. “Thaig’t no future in
playing basket ball,” and, “it's a waste of timaye the answers he gets.

After reading a newspaper cartoon showing RocKinteb cop what
to do, Connolly decides that the only way to s&weKids is to stop them



