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Abstract

My PhD is a study of discourses of affect in the 1930s Hollywood horror cycle,
which ran from 1931 to 1936, and the aftermath and conclusion of disputes related
to such discourses which played out in the period from 1936 to 1943. | engage in a
historicist study which examines the cycle’s the production, censorship and
reception context in order to consider the role played by various discourses of

affect in the cycle’'s development, and the controversy surrounding it.

| examine in particular how the wider cinema censorship crisis of the 1930s played
into the cycle, concentrating on case studies rather than broader overviews in
order to draw out the disputes and competing discourses regarding horror’s affects,
pleasures and alleged negative effects which were at stake in the marketing,
reception and censorship of horror films. Discussion of horror’s affect was pursued
from two different poles of interest, by those sites wishing to analyse it as a
cinematic pleasure in order to reproduce it, and those wishing to isolate it as an

undesirable quality in order to moderate or even excise it from cinema.

My thesis intervenes in debates in several specific fields: genre studies, 1930s
horror histories, and censorship scholarship. My work has been informed by the
recent genre studies work of Rick Altman and others, and | aim to offer a
contribution to this strand of scholarship by analysing the effect of censorship and
media controversy upon genre-making in the case of 1930s horror. | also argue
that existing histories of the 1930s cycle can be substantially modified by the
application of recent work in both genre studies and censorship studies. My
archival investigation has also led me to a number of historical observations which
challenge existing scholarship, which | call attention to during the course of the

thesis.
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Introduction

0.1 The aims of this thesis

Matt Hills has cogently argued, in his recent book The Pleasures of Horror (2005) that in
the case of horror films, as elsewhere, there is no pleasure without discourse. This is to
say that we have no access to the non-discursive affect of horror, that which is felt; as
soon as it is discussed, it is shaped into discourse. Therefore, horror's horror, the affect
itself, so frequently taken by both fans and scholars to be one of the central pleasures,
although by no means the only pleasure, of the genre, is unavailable to those who seek
Where does this leave horror scholars, then? One route, my own, is to examine instead
what Hills refers to as “discourses of affect”: their construction, their disputes, and the

different interests in horror which guide those who produce them.'

This is not a study of what the audiences of 1930s horror films did, or how they
responded emotionally. Instead it is an examination of what various bodies with interests
in the film industry believed and claimed about their responses. In it | focus on how
marketing invited audiences to respond affectively to horror, of how the trade press
constructed the affective pleasures audiences took in horror films, of how censorship
campaigners understood the negative psychological effects which they believed horror
could produce, and what Hollywood’s internal censors believed about campaigners’
objections to horror. It should be noted that Hills sometimes uses the term affect in a
very specific sense, as a particular construction of emotive response to films which he
opposes to the cognitive construct of object-derived, cognition-based “emotion”.?
However, | use the term affect in the broader sense Hills also relies upon; in its sense as

meaning emotional response, in this case to a film.

My central question is this: how did discourses of affect shape the 1930s horror cycle’s
generic development, its controversy throughout its run, and its broader relationship with

the 1930s cinema censorship crisis?

My thesis begins with the premise that film cycles (and more broadly, film genre) in the
classical Hollywood studio system are constituted through a critical dialogue between

different discursive sources: producers, directors and other filmmakers, studios, trade



press, mainstream press, exhibitors, spectators and internal, independent and local
censorship bodies. This is a process which has been previously noted and mapped to
some degree by modern genre scholars, particularly Rick Altman and Steve Neale, as |
will elaborate in Chapter One. Like these scholars, | believe that both these various kinds
of critical and promotion material and films themselves can be regarded as active
contributions to the ongoing discussions which constantly define and redefine generic
terms. My thesis argues that this critical dialogue among and between the
aforementioned sites was the central channel through which horror’s generic

development was mediated.

These different sites of discussion, despite their shared interest in analysing and
discussing the cycle chiefly through questions of affect, are characterised by great
disagreement and variety in their discursive models of that affect; of where one might

find it and how it works.

For example, nearly all these sites tend to disagree on where they locate the generation
of horror affect. State censor boards tended to treat it primarily as a spectacle or an
object within the film. According to the trade press and to Variety in particular, that
spectacle’s narrative and formal context was a more crucial factor. Numerous articles in
the mainstream press linked the fashion for horror with the Depression, treating
cinematic affect as the product of the extra-cinematic cultural context which spectators
brought to the cinema with them. Independent censorship campaigns even frequently
claimed that grotesque affect’s success sprung from the private neuroses of particular
kinds of susceptible, “morbid” spectator, where the healthy person would be both
unaffected by horror and uninterested in the experiences it had to offer.

The participants in discussions about 1930s horror sought to analyse what it did and how
it worked for their own specific reasons. Censorship campaigners might be seeking to
catalogue the sensations horror evoked in spectators and the negative psychological
aftereffects of those sensations, in order to articulate why such films were undesirable. A
Hollywood trade newspaper like Variety, on the other hand, might analyse a film's form,
evaluate its affective success, and comment on the continued viability of the horror cycle,
for an industry readership interested in the profitability of individual films and the
progress of cycles. Both these participants, the censorship campaigner and the trade

newspaper, had an interest in the future of horror and analysed recent films in order to



suggest how their example might be followed or avoided. Such commentators mould
their discussion to the imitative, trend-based rhythms of the film cycle system.

Horror's controversy was a crucial factor in contemporary discussions of the cycle. From
the cycle’s beginnings, horror was attractive to some spectators and groups and
intensely repulsive, even unacceptable to others. The genrification of horror's affect as
the cycle’s supposed pre-eminent source of appeal served to feed this controversy,
which therefore became a crucial part of the critical dialogue through which horror
developed. Discussion of horror’s affect, therefore, was pursued from two different poles
of interest, by those sites wishing to analyse it as a cinematic pleasure in order to
reproduce it, and those wishing to isolate it as an undesirable quality in order to

moderate or even excise it from cinema.

In the critical dialogue concerning horror, all players were not equal. The power relations
which affected film production, distribution and spectatorship in the real world affected
which voices were most influential concerning horror. In particularly, the internal
censorship of the Studio Relations Committee and its successor, the Production Code
Administration had a progressively greater influence upon the cycle. | contend that this
growth of influence was bound up with its progressively more complex analyses of horror
affect, and particularly the PCA’s negotiation of the slippage between notions of

gruesomeness as a visual and aural instance, and as horror as an affective process.

Horror studies is a broad and growing field. My thesis intersects with several key
debates: historical narratives of the 1930s cycle, theoretical, historical and
methodological issues connected with genre studies and how horror itself is defined, and
discussion of horror’'s affect and reception, and the place of ambivalence and
controversy in these. | discuss my interventions in each of these key areas, and the
contributions | hope to make, more fully in Chapter One of this thesis. Here | wish to
sketch the key contributions | believe this thesis makes in each of these fields.

\
Despite the rise of industrial-historical approaches to studying horror and other genres,
there is still very little horror scholarship which considers horror in the light of recent
developments in genre studies, and does not take the category of horror itself as

somehow already defined. My thesis argues for greater attention to horror’'s definition as



an ongoing process: to questions of discourse, and to the constant development of and

dispute over this process.

This thesis aims to contribute to the broader fields of study with which it intersects in
several chief ways. Firstly, | aim to contribute to the useful programme of genre
scholarship instituted by Rick Altman and others by offering a case study which
considers a somewhat neglected player in the classical Hollywood genre game:
censorship. Secondly, my thesis challenges existing narratives of the 1930s horror cycle,
especially in its assimilation of recent developments in the study of censorship, in the
various specific historical claims my archival research has led me to, and in my focus on
the specific workings of historical disputes and discursive struggles between different

bodies, rather than on a broad ‘top-down’ historical overview.

Many of the specific historical contentions | advance in this thesis are either original,
interventions into neglected areas or substantial complications of existing historical
narratives. | consider the internal censorship of the Production Code Administration and
the independent censorship campaign as having fundamentally different interests in
cinema which shaped the way they constructed horror as a censorship problem, and the
disputes between these discursive models which ensued. | argue that the Production
Code Administration, not the pressure of external censors and the British Board of Film
Classification, was directly responsible for the end of the horror cycle in 1936. | consider
the end of the horror cycle, the hiatus in production from 1936 to 1938, and horror's
resurgence from 1939 to 1941, in much more detail than most scholars, and argue that
these periods were the site of very important generic and discursive developments

around horror.

Moreover, | intervene in an established horror studies debate, whether horror as a film
genre can be taken to originate in 1931 or in the 1920s, and offer a much fuller proof
than | believe has so far been attempted that it did, indeed, begin in 1931. My thesis also
offers several smaller contributions to horror’s history of ideas, by noting that several
prominent tropes and narratives common to academic horror criticism and discussions
around horror censorship began in 1930s discussion of the cycle in the censorship
debate, the American trade press, and the wider media. These include the notion that

horror crazes are the product of moments of cultural upheaval and anxiety like the



Depression, and that of horror's market being dominated by a group of ‘fan’ repeat

consumers.

My thesis is theoretically aligned with the industrial-historical work on genre studies done
by Altman, Neale and Naremore in the last decade. For its historical narrative of classical
Hollywood and the 1930s, it relies upon Balio and Altman in particular. For its
understanding of historical censorship issues and the Production Code, it draws on the

work of Jacobs, Vasey and Maltby, and the study Children, Cinema and Censorship.

My research question was a historical one and during research and writing, | found that
an industrial-historical method was that which provided the fullest and most satisfactory
answers to my research question. The more theoretical approach | originally considered

was gradually edged out by my analysis of archival sources.

| defined and limited my field of analysis in three ways. Firstly, topically: | examine the
horror cycle rather than looking at how discourses of affect might have played into other
kinds of controversial film of the period, such as the gangster cycle or the ‘kept woman’

cycle.

Second, | defined my scope historically. My main focus is on the 1931-1936 horror film
cycle, a relatively discrete production trend which, as | will argue in Chapters One and
Two, originated the generic term horror in 1931, and which was followed by a clear
hiatus in horror production between 1936 and 1938. | go beyond these limits only twice,
both times in order to understand better the development and conditions of the 1931 to
1936 cycle. In Chapter Two | engage in a short discussion of 1920s mystery thrillers, in
order to argue for my position that these films were not produced or marketed as horror,
but also to investigate some non-generic descriptive uses of the word horror in criticism
of these films. The negative connotations of these 1920s critical uses, | argue, haunt the
first uses of horror as a generic term in 1931. In Chapter Five, | also go beyond my main
period of focus to the period 1939 to 1943, in order to examine the close and
transformation of the controversy and censorship disputes that characterised 1930s

horror.

Third, my study had some limits of scope related to my methodology. | chose a focus for

my investigation which meant relying on archival sources, which are limited and in some
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cases incomplete. The Production Code Administration’s censorship case files for two
major horror films, Freaks and King Kong, are unavailable, which has regrettably limited

the amount of attention | have been able to devote to these films.

0.2 The structure of this thesis

So far | have outlined my premises and most major contentions in this thesis, as well as
given a broad summary of the historical facts with which its investigation begins. Next, |
will offer a brief description of the work of the rest of this introduction, and of the thesis

itself chapter by chapter.

0.2.1 Chapter One

Chapter One locates my study within the broader scholarly context, and more specifically
aims to argue for the specific positions | adopt in my work regarding various key debates
in a number of fields with which my work directly intersects. In some cases, it argues that
this thesis can challenge or supplement existing work on the subject, and in others, that
it can offer narratives of neglected areas of study around the 1930s horror cycle and

around horror between 1939 and 1942.

After offering a very brief history of horror studies primarily intended to locate my work,
and the areas | discuss in more detail, within the field, | move on to a discussion relating
to recent developments in genre studies. | argue that the recent work of Rick Altman,
Steve Neale, and James Naremore have effectively challenged the prior methods and
terms which genre scholars use to analyse and discuss their subject, particularly with
reference to classical Hollywood. However, while some recent work within horror studies
has directly engaged with the challenges offered by these scholars, existing studies of
the 1930s horror cycle, with the partial exception of Rhona Berenstein’s work, have not
yet done so. | aim in this thesis to offer a discussion of the 1930s cycle informed by
these developments, and by Altman’s work in particular. | also argue here that in some

respects my work hopes to supplement Altman’s analysis of the process of ‘genrification’
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by considering, via the case study of the 1930s horror cycle, the effect of censorship and

other kinds of controversy upon the genre-making process.

This chapter then discusses some specific issues of historiography. The first is the
methodological choice of perspective from which to approach explanation of the 1930s
horror cycle, which | characterise her as being between ‘top-down’ or ‘bottom-up’ modes
of explanation. | discuss the frequency of the former mode of explanation, which tends to
see the cycle as a logical consequence or cultural outgrowth of the Depression, in
accounts of 1930s horror. | argue that while such explanations have definite advantages
and uses, many of them tend to elide or obscure specific disputes or struggles for power,
especially related to the controversy and censorship issues surrounding the cycle.
Therefore, my account aims in the main to offer a more microhistorical approach which
focuses attention upon these relatively neglected disputes. This said, it remains informed
by broader historical perspectives and the significant influences of broader cultural,

social and economic change and struggle in the cycle’s history.

This chapter then discusses two other historiographic issues, the relationship of horror
studies with censorship studies, and the definition of the cycle’s historical parameters.
Regarding the former issue, | argue that existing work on the 1930s horror cycle, again,
with the partial exception of Rhona Berenstein’s work, does not take into account recent
developments in 1930s censorship history. My work aims to address this issue by
offering such an account. Regarding the cycle’s historical parameters, | focus on how
scholars define the beginning of the horror cycle, and the genre category of horror in
general, and argue that issues of methodology and genre definition are at the heart of
the ongoing scholarly dispute over whether horror emerged as a genre category in 1931,

which | argue it did.

Finally, | discuss critical models of horror affect and spectatorship, issues crucial to my
thesis. | argue for a divide between theoretical studies of horror affect and more
empirical studies of spectatorship, the latter largely recent. | argue that, in the particular
case of the 1930s horror cycle, Matt Hills’ recent and useful delineation of the role of
“discourses of affect” in horror spectatorship and criticism can offer a way of discussing
disputes between different discourses about horror spectatorship and affect, without

obscuring them via a broader theoretical model.
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0.2.2 Chapter Two

In this chapter | discuss the development of horror as a new genre term as it emerged
during 1931 in the marketing and trade press discussion of Dracula, Frankenstein and
the incipient horror cycle. | argue that this genrification took place via developing
discourses of horror affect with particular purposes. Marketing for Dracula was
strategically vague and stressed its uniqueness, but marketing for Frankenstein, which
lays far more emphasis on developed notions of horror as an affective experience,
appears to pick up on a developing discourse surrounding Dracula which can be
observed in its trade press reception. This discourse focused on the management of an
“emotional horror kick” that Variety among others located as responsible for the film’s

success.

While the trade press focused largely on the management and moderation of this
“emotional horror kick” via tempo, set design and various other elements of film form,
marketing from Frankenstein on stressed the extremity of the experience the film offered
spectators. Marketing dared consumers to see the film, and promised it would offer them

as much horror as they could stand.

Both articles from studio marketing and reports within the trade press allude to the
riskiness of the incipient horror cycle, the danger that the dynamic of attraction and
repulsion they saw at work in the “emotional horror kick” might tip over into outright

repulsion and consumer rejection of horror films.

One particular Variety article, from April 1931, suggests that Universal’s risky investment
in the horror cycle might have a precedent in their two Lon Chaney melodrama
spectaculars, Phantom of the Opera and Hunchback of Notre Dame. As | argue in
Chapter One, Chaney'’s films, including these, were not produced and consumed as
horror. Yet marketing of Dracula and Frankenstein also makes persistent links with these
films and Chaney in general, despite emphatically asserting elsewhere that horror was

generically new.
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My research has shown that these allusions appear to be to repeated negative criticism
of Lon Chaney'’s films in the trade and mainstream press on the grounds of their “horror”
and “morbidity”. Here, horror is crucially used in a non-generic sense as a description of

a problematic and allegedly unpleasurable quality of these films.

| argue that in fact, the new, generic use of the word “horror” to describe the incipient
horror cycle carried some negative baggage from these previous, non-generic uses. In
fact, horror marketing attempted to directly address the prospect of a negative consumer

reaction similar to that which criticism of Chaney's films had feared they would provoke.

The “dare” of horror marketing, a trend which persisted throughout the cycle, in particular
aimed frankly to warn off those consumers likely to be offended, but to attract the large
numbers of consumers who might conversed be tempted by a horror film. However, as |
will discuss in more detail, this line of marketing also actively courted a degree of
controversy and sensation, drawing real objections to horror and pulling the cycle into

the orbit of the 1930s cinema and censorship crisis.

0.2.3 Chapter Three

At the end of my last chapter, | argued that horror marketing, and the audience appeal of
horror affect as articulated by marketing and the trade press, was drawn by this

discourse into a relationship with controversy.

In this chapter, | investigate the role of controversy and censorship, and particularly the
role of the internal censorship of the Studio Relations Committee in the first three years
of the horror cycle. | argue that it was very difficult to theorise audience pleasure based
on ambivalence or “morbid curiosity” within the terms of the Production Code. The latter
attempts to encompass all possible problematic content within the two, mutually
exclusive categories of “the sin that attracts” and “the sin that repels”, leaving little room
for any audience reaction based upon a combination or dynamic of attraction and
repulsion. However, horror marketing and press discourse constructed the horror cycle

as offering just such an ambivalent pleasure to audiences.
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While independent censorship campaigning and local censorship boards immediately
objected strongly to Dracula and then to Frankenstein and to Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.
However, the SRC, for the reasons | have outlined above, took some time to understand
that the developing horror cycle constituted a censorship problem which fell under the

remit of the Production Code.

The SRC feared that the horror cycle would increase in extremity and especially in visual
“gruesomeness” as new films sought to court the market by outdoing previous films, until
the cycle produced a major anti-cinema controversy. While the horror films of 1932 do,
overall, show an increase in visual gruesomeness and decreased use of ellipsis and
implication, this does not necessarily support the SRC's understanding of horror's
trajectory. Firstly, as the trade press discourse | analysed in the last chapter suggests,
not all sources understood increased “gruesomeness” as producing more intense or
more effective horror films, and indeed sometimes understood the opposite to be the
case. Secondly, the failure of Freaks, a 1932 big-budget MGM horror film which was
rejected by audiences across the country, and remains controversial even today, lost the
studio over a hundred thousand dollars, appears to have halted this trend towards
increased visual gruesomeness, as horror films produced after its release show no

further movement in this direction.

Instead horror films continue to favour the strategies of ellipsis and implication which the
SRC had encouraged them to adopt. This was a common SRC policy for dealing with
controversial material, which held that such “sophisticated” and “delicate” presentation of
difficult content could stave off outside controversy. However, as we have seen from the
trade press’s analysis of horror affect in Chapter Two, such strategies actually appear to
be congruent with existing horror films’ techniques aimed at eliciting affective responses,
not moderating them. The SRC's policy discouraged further experiments with increased
visual gruesomeness along the lines of Freaks, but in this it merely supported existing
horror style, and indeed helped conserve the appeal of the cycle rather than shut it down
— despite the fact that the SRC had early on expressed an ambition towards ending the

cycle.

However, local censorship boards and independent campaigners continued to object

strongly to horror films, and as the censorship crisis deepened, the SRC would have to
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reformulate its understanding of horror as a censorship problem in order to be able to

exert any control over these objections, and the cycle itself.

0.2.4 Chapter Four

In this chapter, | examine the development of discourses of horror censorship during the
latter half of the horror cycle, from 1933 to 1936. When the Studio Relations Committee
were reformed as the Production Code Administration in early 1934, although their
censorship negotiations over script drafts were immediately more comprehensive, they
remained based on the same understanding of “gruesomeness” as a censorship issue
which had guided the SRC, and which | argued last chapter helped to conserve both the

horror cycle and the controversy which attached to it.

However, a major shift took place in the PCA'’s horror policy between 1934 and 1935,
enabling them both to successfully anticipate most local censorship difficulties, and to
actively work to discourage producers from making horror films. | argue that two main
factors inform this change: the PCA’s censorship negotiations over two films during
1934, The Black Cat and Bride of Frankenstein, and the publication and widespread

media discussion of the Payne Fund Studies.

In the case of The Black Cat, the PCA recommended that a problematic scene would be
shot in silhouette, in line with existing SRC policies of rendering problematic or
censorable events by implication and ellipsis. However, the scene as shot in silhouette
was protested and cut by many censor boards, suggesting the inefficiency of this policy

as a means of pre-empting the censorship difficulties of horror.

In the case of Bride of Frankenstein, the PCA were firmer about asking for the removal of
elements in the script they felt would cause censorship difficulties, but the director opted
to return problematic elements to the script in a less explicit, more suggestive form. The
PCA failed to obtain all the deletions they asked for from the finished film, and many of
the sequences of suggestive horror they singled out, but did not manage to excise, were
heavily censored by local boards. This case nevertheless shows the PCA attempting to
move towards an expansion of the category of censorable “gruesomeness” from visual

and aural instances to suggested and elided events, and other elements of the film.
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| also argue that the PCA’s changed censorship policy of 1935 onwards is influenced by
the media discussion around the Payne Fund Studies, a series of sociological and
psychological studies of the effect of cinema viewing on children and adolescents, which
was funded by a censorship pressure group and, at their behest, summarised in an
emotive and polemical popular bestseller, Our Movie Made Children, which for offered a
substantial chapter on the negative effects of horror spectatorship upon children. Our
Movie Made Children integrated objections to horror into the broader social effects
reasoning of the censorship campaign. Since the narrative of horror effects it offered
encompassed the objections of a number of groups, and was compatible with the social
effects model underlying the Code, the PCA was able to take advantage of it in order to

iterate a firmer and more global stance upon the horror cycle.

The PCA's censorship negotiations over horror films from 1935 onwards show both stern
attempts to deter studios from horror production, with reference to concern over social
effects. They also display increasingly stringent demands which attempt to excise as
much potentially horror content as possible, to shift the generic identity of films towards
less problematic categories, and even to demonstrate by obstructive demands that

horror production was more trouble than it was worth.

In 1936, despite a number of recent successful horror films, Universal took horror
productions off its schedule, and other studios followed. Although many scholars argue
that external censorship problems was largely responsible for the end of the horror cycle,
| attribute it to direct pressure from the PCA on studios to end horror productions.
Arguing this, | examine how the PCA deliberately overstated and misrepresented the
complex British censorship situation in order to suggest to studios that the BBFC had
instituted a ‘ban’ upon horror films. Many scholars, not having access to archival material

on British censorship, have been unaware of this fact.

0.2.5 Chapter Five

In my fourth chapter, | conclude my analysis by examining the end of the cycle and the
aftermath of the 1930s cycle, from 1938 into the 1940s. | examine the conclusion and

transformation of the discursive relationship between horror, censorship and controversy,
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and how this played into a re-evaluation of horror films' affective work, and the terms of
its success and failure, by the trade and mainstream press, and ultimately how it also
played into horror's generic fragmentation and mobilisation between 1939 and 1943,

In my discussion, | pursue two particular topics which | argue most scholars have tended
to neglect. First, they have tended to concentrate analysis on the output of Universal and
RKO's horror units from 1941 onwards, and thus largely to elide horror from 1936 to
1941. This means that there is almost no extant scholarship which discusses the horror
production hiatus of 1936 to 1938, and on the terms on which this horror ‘ban’ ended,
and relatively little on the films of 1939-1941. Second, most studies, concentrating on
Universal and RKO'’s units, view either all 1940s horror or Universal’s output as a
declined version of 1930s horror. This neglects the diversity of 1940s horror production
and frequently misrepresents Universal and the relationship of their film products to
RKO's.

Following my discussion of the PCA'’s pressure on producers to end the cycle in 1936, |
argue that the PCA were primarily responsible for maintaining the two year hiatus,
dissuading producers on the grounds of the alleged ‘British horror ban’ and horror's
wider controversy. Following a very successful revival of Dracula and Frankenstein as a
double-bill, studio insistence put horror films back into production. However, at this point
the 1930s cinema and censorship crisis had abated, and the PCA had become the
primary site of film censorship in the USA. As new horror releases met with little
controversy, the PCA scaled back their warnings and interventions into horror
productions, and reworked their horror policy to argue once more for a moderation of
visual gruesomeness, and also for films to play down horror in relation to other genre
angles. However, reviews show that while the PCA achieved changes in content, this did
not necessarily result in any perception of horror films as affectively milder or less

intense.

The deflation of the controversy surrounding horror led to a shift in the terms in which the
trade and mainstream press discussed horror affect. Positive reviews praised horror
films for intensity more than moderation, and negative reviews tended to criticise films for

failing to horrify, rather than for horrifying too much.
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This trend co-incided with a sense of horror's generic standardisation, and a concomitant
trend towards films which blended horror with other genres, resulting in multiple,
differentiated horror cycles, including horror comedies and ‘quality’ prestige A pictures,

as well as the competing programmer units of RKO and Universal.

0.3 A brief history of the 1930s horror cycle

As a number of modern classical Hollywood scholars like Tino Balio and Rick Altman
have argued, the cycle was the chief means by which film genre was organised and
developed in the classical Hollywood film industry. Many film cycles were sparked by one
or two impressive box office successes. Follow-up films from the same studio or from
others would attempt to repeat at least some of that success. This involved an attempt to
judge and to replicate what might be the key elements of the original film's appeal. It also
typically involved amplification, variation and twists which add novelty and give the
follow-up films a degree of independent appeal. Some film cycles which emerged in the
early 1930s included the hotel film (sparked by Grand Hotel (MGM, 1932, dir. Edmund
Goulding), the ‘kept woman’ or gold-digger cycle (popularised by Red-Headed Woman
(MGM, 1932, dir. Jack Conway) and Baby Face (Warner, 1933, dir. Alfred E. Green)),
radio station films, gangster films — and the horror cycle. Cycles were industrially useful
ways of categorising film which helped with producing and marketing a varied spread of
product, and helping to extract the maximum profit from a particular film's success. In the
hostile economic climate of the Depression, film cycles arguably became a particularly
important strategy.

Variety in 1932 reported a joke told by the director and writer Jack McDermott about film
cycles, in which the painter James McNeill Whistler has a hypothetical run-in with

contemporary studio executives:

‘I want to paint an old lady sitting in a rocking chair. | was thinking of painting it
against a greyish background.’

Executive number one: ‘The public is sick to death of old women. No sex appeal
anyway.’
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‘We've had six pictures in a row with grey background,” say executive number
two. ‘Next cycle will be blue background. So make it blue — and say, can’t you have two
old women?’

‘Whistler wants to make any picture by now — he needs the cash,” describes
McDermott. ‘| was going to have her sitting in a rocking chair and call the picture ‘Mother.

‘But rocking chairs are passé,’ chimes in another exec. Put the two old dames in
riding togs on a merry-go-round and call it ‘Ex-Mother.™ ...

Besides that much-mythologised confrontation between creative filmmaker and
uncomprehending studio executive, this joke turns on the trade’'s demand for film cycles
to combine novelty with repetition and amplification ‘of established audience pleasures,
and its anxious care to try to second-guess which novelties and pleasures the public
would ‘go for’. Cycles provided a way of anticipating the public’s taste, and the trade

press devoted much space to charting and guessing at their ebb and flow.

Many cycles only lasted a year or two — the horror film, as | will discuss later, was
unusually durable. Cycles, as Tino Balio puts it, lasted “until either the producer ran out
of fresh ideas to sustain product variation or until a flood of imitations hit the market.
Usually, it was both.” Rick Altman offers an alternative model, arguably more applicable
to the five year long horror cycle and its 1940s successors, which he calls the “cycle-
genre-cycle” process. He convincingly argues that a cycle whose success continued for
long enough would be standardised into a more general genre. Since broader genres, for
instance musicals or melodramas, did not alone allow studios to successfully distinguish
their products or to capitalise on trends, the cycle which has become a genre will likely in
new films have elements of novelty added, or be hybridised with other genres. If such

experiments are successful, new cycles are born and the process begins again.®

At this early point of the thesis | want to offer a very brief introductory overview of the
1930s horror cycle's history, incorporating a short box office history. As well as
introducing or reminding the reader of some of the key titles, studios, dates and trends
under discussion, this is intended to help contextualise the other trends, controversies,
discussions and events | discuss throughout the thesis without lengthy digressions at the

time.
My own archival research has indicated that such generic terms as horror were, in the

language of 1930s cinema production, trade press and marketing, pragmatic working

descriptors rather than exclusive, completely coherent systematic categories. Films
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could sometimes be part of more than one cycle, and promotional strategies often
emphasised different aspects of a film depending on which market individual exhibitors
were hoping to reach. This brief history therefore also draws attention to numerous films
which were marketed both as horror cycle films and as occupying other generic
categories, and films which were primarily identified with other categories by reviews but

which exploited horror angles in marketing.

The 1930s horror cycle, and indeed, as | will discuss in Chapters One and Two, the film
genre term “horror” itself, emerged in 1931 with the immense box-office popularity of
Dracula (Universal, 1931, dir. Tod Browning), and two follow-ups later in the year,
Frankenstein (Universal, 1931, dir. James Whale) and Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
(Paramount, 1931, dir. Rouben Mamoulian). The horror cycle was associated most
closely with Universal, but Paramount, Warner and MGM also contributed several films
each to the cycle, and Fox contributed at least one, AImost Married. During its course,
the cycle produced a number of major box-office hits, including Dracula and
Frankenstein, the two films which ignited the cycle, The Invisible Man (Universal, 1933,
dir. James Whale) and Bride of Frankenstein (Universal, 1935, dir. James Whale). It also
had many more modest successes, securing over time increasing perception within the
trade press of a reliable niche market made up of regular horror consumers or “chiller
fans”, as | will further discuss below. The horror cycle ended in 1936, with a complete
cessation of both horror film production and the marketing of horror angles, despite a
number of profitable horror releases that year. In late 1938, horror reappeared on
production schedules after a re-released double-bill of Dracula and Frankenstein. In
1939, the first new horror film for three years, Son of Frankenstein, opened what has
often been called a new horror cycle but is, | argue, more accurately termed an explosion
of generically varied and frequently hybrid cycles, sub-cycles and individual films. This
effectively turned horror into a different kind of generic category, from a single cycle to a
genre ‘ingredient’ mixed into a wide variety of films and trends, included some marketed

towards the putative category of predictable regular horror consumers cited above.

Dracula, the film which sparked the horror cycle, was released in January 1931, just at
the point that the major studios began to be substantially affected by the Depression.
Dracula’s box-office success was widely and accurately regarded as having prevented
the collapse of Universal that year. It was on the strength of its vast success that

Universal and the other studios seized on horror as an attraction worth reproducing.
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The film was planned as a prestige picture, a follow-up to Universal's biggest sound-era
critical and commercial success, the 1930 war film All Quiet on the Western Front. The
new studio head, Carl Laemmle Jr. (who had been given the studio as a twenty-first
birthday gift from his father, Carl Laemmle Sr.) was upgrading Universal’s output to
compete in the first-run market. All Quiet was his biggest success so far.® Universal
obtained the rights to Dracula on 22nd August 1930. This purchase included a payment
of about $40, 000 to Bram Stoker’s widow Florence, who owned the rights. It also
included the rights to a theatrical adaptation currently a hit on Broadway, starring Bela
Lugosi. This play, originally written by Hamilton Deane and produced in England, where
it was a great hit, was subsequently adapted for Broadway by John Balderston. It notably
moved the setting forward to 1930, and infused it with elements of the drawing-room

mystery thriller.’

Universal designated Dracula as a “Universal Super Production”, a production category
which denoted a prestige picture, and assigned the Pulitzer-winning novelist Louis
Bromfield to the screenplay. While Bromfield's first script directly adapted the novel, later
drafts were, more pragmatically, based very closely on the currently successful play.8
However, as Dracula moved through its pre-production phase, the Depression was
hitting Universal. As a smaller studio, Universal was affected more quickly than its larger
competitors: in 1930, its losses totaled $2.2 million. The studio was forced to make rapid
cutbacks, and Dracula soon had its budget reduced to $355, 050. While it was still one of
the studio’s most expensive pictures that year, this budget was now a fraction of what
Universal had expended on All Quiet on the Western Front. Dracula was shot over six
weeks, a relatively lengthy production period appropriate to its high budget, finishing on
November 15", 1930.°

It premiered at the Roxy Theatre, New York on Thursday 12" February, 1931,
accompanied by a lurid publicity campaign: exploitation originally fixed the premiere as
Friday 13" February, changing at the last minute after much publicity with a faked,
heavily advertised telegram from a “superstitious” Tod Browning. In its eight-day run, the
film grossed $112,000. it went into national distribution in March, including a silent
version for those small-town theatres not yet converted to sound. Its Los Angeles
premiere was somewhat subdued, as by the time the film reached LA, Universal was in

the midst of a work shutdown as an austerity measure, and thus the film was not
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promoted in the local and trade press as it had been in New York. It opened at the
Orpheum, a less prestigious downtown theatre, and received mixed reviews in the trade
press, many of them commenting on its extremity and gruesomeness. However,
Dracula’s box office receipts did not suffer too much from this: its first domestic release
grossed $700,000 - nearly twice its investment. World receipts by 1936 would reach $1,
012, 189." By the end of the fiscal year 1931, Universal was in profit (by $400, 000) for

the first time in two years. Universal was the only studio to improve its fortunes in 1931."

Universal’'s Depression-era production regime involved a shift to relatively inexpensive
production, and a greater reliance on genre and cycle, even at the feature level.'
Uncategorisable artistic statements like All Quiet on the Western Front could not be
reproduced or reliably marketed in the way that cycle pictures could. In this environment,
it was logical enough that two more horror films, Frankenstein and Murders in the Rue
Morgue, were quickly put into production. Frankenstein, as well as the Mary Shelley
novel, adapted a 1930 British play by Peggy Webling, author of the original, British
version of the play Dracula. The American rights had been purchased by John
Balderston and Horace Liveright, responsible for the Broadway Dracula, but it was never

produced due to legal complications over the incipient film adaptation.'

One of the more neglected facts of the horror cycle is that Dracula’'s success resulted in
more than one cycle. Warner and RKO commissioned their own studio-specific cycles,
respectively two hypnotism-themed historical melodramas with John Barrymore, and a
three-film series of jungle pictures, in an attempt to compete with the incipient horror
cycle. | will discuss RKO’s jungle cycle, The Most Dangerous Game, King Kong, and

Son of Kong, in more detail below.

Warner’'s Dracula follow-ups, Svengali and The Mad Genius, both appeared before the
success of Frankenstein and the upcoming releases of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and
Murders in the Rue Morgue really established the horror cycle. Contemporary marketing
and reviews do not describe Svengali as horror, but suggest that it picked up on other
aspects of Dracula — the hypnotist villain, the period setting and the adaptation of a
popular and well-known late Victorian novel (although unlike Dracula, Svengali drew
directly on its novel source rather than on a recent stage adaptation). Variety’s review of
Svengali describes it as a “costume picture”, while the New York Times' review focuses

on its adaptation of the source material, George Du Maurier's 1894 novel Trilby.
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However, by the end of the cycle, Svengali seems to have been retrospectively
recategorised as a horror film by at least some sources. A 1935 Vanity Fair cartoon
depicting “the horror boys in Hollywood” includes John Barrymore as Svengali “acting
carnal in a sinister way”." Such a reassessment is understandable given that the horror
cycle had been a major trend lasting five years, while Warner's two hypnotist Dracula
follow-ups represented a comparatively short, and much less successful production

trend.

The second film of the horror cycle released, Frankenstein proved as big a hit as Dracula

“

throughout December 1931 and January 1932. New York reported that “Frankenstein’s
$50, 000 Will Establish New Mayfair [Picture House] Record”, and the house had “the
biggest smash of its history”, had been “forced to extra shows”, and was “selling tickets
at 2 a.m.” Columbus, Ohio noted that “it takes the weird and gruesome to call the cops.
‘Frankenstein’ is doing it at the Palace.” At the State Lake Theatre, Chicago, Variety's
reporter noted that “the thriller will touch close to $40, 000, a remarkable figure at this
weak-kneed house.”'® In Pittsburgh, the Stanley Theatre, showing Frankenstein, “had
standees all Saturday ... Everything else is off as a result of the Stanley trade ... Horror
film topping everything in sight.”'® Frankenstein ran for an impressive three weeks at
many houses, and broke Depression-era attendance records in many places. Newark
reported that “Sensational business marks the opening of ‘Frankenstein at Proctor's. The
crowd Saturday afternoon smashed glass doors, the brass stanchions, and things in
general.”"" Frankenstein's heavy promotion in the wake of Dracula, which | discuss in
more detail in Chapter Two, no doubt helped distributors to market it as a Dracula follow-
up and as part of an incipient cycle. The Chicago reporter commented: “They anticipated

this one a mile away; got going on its opening hour ..."”"

Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde came to many theatres, like McVicker's in Chicago, the week
after Frankenstein had ended its run. The Chicago reporter noted that it was “not
expected to reach its full strength due to the three weeks of heavy money for
‘Frankenstein’, which notably quenched the bloodthirsty for some time”, but said later in
the same report that thanks to good notices the film had garnered a “pleasant $26, 000"
in its first week.'? It eventually stayed nearly three weeks. Despite its competitive
closeness to the Frankenstein, Dr. Jekyll still managed excellent box office receipts in
nearly all of the cinemas reported by Variety, and was a standout hit in many places. In
New York, where it stayed five weeks, it had “smash characteristics in $60, 000 opening
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week; only house on street to have a b. o. line early Monday afternoon; getting strong lip
to lip, and figure is of mountainous size for house and pace of recent months.”? At the
Minnesota Theatre in Minneapolis, it enjoyed the “biggest Friday opening in theatre's
history.”?'

Murders in the Rue Morgue, while by no means a disaster, failed to match the
impressive success of the three horror films which had preceded it. Variety's review

already doubtful about how much more mileage there was in the cycle:

‘Dracula’ and ‘Frankenstein’ having softened ‘em up, this third of the baby-scaring cycle
won't have the benefit of shocking them stiff and then making them talk about it. Had it
come first there’s no doubt it would have created a stronger impression. But it thrills
sufficiently in its hokey, gruesome way and, being by nature receptive to dynamite
exploiting, should land moderately well.?

Murders did “land moderately well”, if nothing else. In Chicago, it stayed a fortnight, but
“first week took an unexciting $20, 300, and currently perhaps weak $12, 000”. Cincinnati
noted “little fan urge to see this thriller”, while in New York box office receipts were
“fair'®. In Minneapolis, “after starting big last week, ‘Rue Morgue’ fell miserably and
failed to give a good account of itself,” although it did reasonably well in Washington,
New Orleans and Tacoma.? In Pittsburgh it had a bright spot, getting the cinema’s “best

opening in two months.” “This burg still seems to go for corpses,” noted the reporter.?®

These few months saw a rush of horror releases and a trend towards the use of horror
angles in the exploitation of thrillers. Columbia released the thriller Behind the Mask in
May, which did solid business horror-themed marketing campaign focused around its

borrowed star, Boris Karloff.?® Variety commented on the opportunism it saw as driving

the film’'s horror elements:

Exploited as another horror picture, this doesn’t horrify sufficiently to class with preceding
baby-scarers. But its virtues are a not-so-bad secret service story ... The scare stuff
seems tossed in regardiess of where it fits, but it gets results.?’

The Old Dark House, directed by James Whale and released by Universal in January,
was a heavily tongue-in-cheek revival of the obsolete ‘old dark house’ mystery thriller of
the 1920s. The Monster Walks, meanwhile, another ‘old dark house’ thriller released by
the minor in May 1932, was disparaged by Variety as a “strictly pattern mystery story”
which “happens along about three years too late.”®® The OId Dark House's successful
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association with the horror cycle through James Whale, Boris Karloff and its marketing
campaign, while its satirical elements distance it from its 1920s mystery predecessors, is
informative. The Old Dark House's absorption into the horror cycle, despite its titular
association with another kind of mystery thriller, suggests again how horror was not just
a discrete cycle but also a fashionable marketing angle which was used to spice up or

revive existing kinds of film.

The next big-budget horror release, Freaks, directed by Tod Browning for MGM and
released in February 1932, was the cycle’s only real financial disaster. A high-budget film
set backstage at a contemporary circus, like Browning's silent films it eschewed the
fantastic and focused instead on disability and deformity — and recruited a large cast of
disabled performers, many of whom worked in circus sideshows like the one depicted in
the film. Freaks not only tanked in first-run cinemas around the country, but also accrued
controversy and outraged critical pannings wherever it went — enough to make the
controversy attached to Frankenstein and Dracula look mild.?® | discuss Freaks’
controversy and financial failure, and its impact upon the cycle in greater detail in
Chapter Three. Its financial failure ensured that later films in the cycle did not follow up

on the significantly different generic direction in which it took horror.

Despite its financial losses and the bad press it caused, Freaks did not kill the cycle. The
success of Frankenstein and the films which followed it had been enough to convince
studios that Dracula had not been a fluke, and that “insomnia producers”, as Variety
once called them®, could be box office. By the time Freaks was released, another wave
of horrors had gone into production. By now horror was less of a gamble, more of a
confirmed trend to be exploited. The new films reflected this in their diversity,
encompassing a mix of well-budgeted A-films, sixty-minute programmers, and

opportunistic attempts to add a horror angle to more conventional mystery thrillers.

By the summer, however, the trade began to anticipate the end of the fad — as |
mentioned above, film cycles typically only lasted a year or two. In July, Variety noted
that Fox's Almost Married, a remake of an MGM film from 1919 retooled as a horror, was

“a belated starter in the horror series started by Universal’s ‘Dracula™.®'

In August and September, the independent voodoo-themed White Zombie and Warner's

Doctor X both did solid, sometimes excellent box office around the country.* Doctor X
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was a fairly successful attempt by Warner to adapt the trend to their studio brand. The
film combined mad scientist and monster tropes with an emphatically modern, urban
New York setting, a wisecracking reporter character, and fast-paced, colloquial dialogue.
It also had another selling point unique in the cycle so far in its use of two-colour

Technicolor. Its review in Variety praised the box-office potential of its genre-mixing:

‘Doctor X' combines the horripilating and the mysterious successfully enough on both
counts, plus a great color job, to insure results that top recent house averages. ...Over
and above the chiller and murder-mystery angles, there’s also the doctor cycle offshoot
for whatever possible value that may mean. ... A lot of ‘Doctor X' is routine, including the
love interest and the conventional murder mystery technique and background, but with
material of three cycles involved, it does not become tedious.®

Doctor X's box office success was enough for a follow-up, Mystery of the Wax Museum
(Warner, 1933, dir. Michael Curtiz), to be put into production featuring the same stars,
same formula of placing a horror plot in contemporary New York, and same use of two-

colour Technicolor.

In October and November, the horror-angled jungle thriller The Most Dangerous Game
(RKO, 1932, dir. Ernest Schoedsack, Irving Pichel) did decent business.* The Most
Dangerous Game was the first in an RKO cycle apparently designed, like Warners’

horror films, to offer a product with some appeal distinct from Universal’'s horror films.

Around the same time MGM'’s second attempt at a big-budget horror film, The Mask of
Fu Manchu, a horror reworking of a long-running series which had been marketed as
melodrama, with Boris Karloff replacing Warner Oland in the title role, did relatively poor
business for its budget.* In November MGM also put out Kongo, a remake of Tod

Browning's silent West of Zanzibar which combined “tropical and horror stuff’.®

King Kong, RKO's second jungle film, was released in March 1933. It was enormously
successful at the box office, more so than another film of the cycle, staying for an
impressive three weeks on Broadway.>” However, many reviews disputed its status as a
horror cycle film at all. Louella O. Parsons’ review of King Kong (RKO, 1933, dir. Merian
C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack) in the Los Angeles Examiner commented that the
audience at Grauman’s Chinese Theater was “breathless with suspense, nervous with
suppressed emotion and thrilled with continued horrors”, but goes on to suggest that the

LT

film is a “novelty”, “the most unique screen offering up to date” and “something entirely
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new in the way of motion picture entertainment”, which cannot be adequately
categorised by any of the existing genres, like horror, on which it draws. Variety
meanwhile suggested that King Kong was generically nearly without precedent,
resembling only a previous film of the producers’, The Lost World.*® The fairest
assessment would seem to be that while elements of King Kong, and the RKO jungle
series of which it was a part, responded to the horror cycle, the trade and mainstream
press were divided in how closely they associated it with horror, and how they chose to

prioritise this as a selling point in comparison to its novelty and special effects.

By early 1933, the trade press believed that the cycle was dying down, and were
anticipating current horror releases to be among the last of the crop. In January Variety
commented of Paramount’s Island of Lost Souls and Universal's The Mummy, both of
which did reasonable box office, that “the spine-chilling stuff has been overdone in the
past year and no longer boast box-office potency.”*® Speaking of Island’s solid but
modest success on a slow week, their Pittsburgh correspondent lamented: “Had it come
along a year ago would have been a clean-up.”*° Reviewing the independent Majestic’s
The Vampire Bat, another January 1933 release, Variety complained that the picture

was:

... well enough done but coming along too late in the cycle to figure in the money ...
Grave-yard-at-midnight cycle has passed like any number of given cycles. Couple of
other cycies have come and gone, the lawyer vogue for one, since the horror craze was
at its peak. So a painstaking and well-made production misses ... Now the fans know all
those tricks and at this late date they're shock-proof from such devices; be they ever so
well-done, as they are here.*'

Trade comments in the next few months continued to reflect this point of view, although
during this period several other horror films, including Warner's Mystery of the Wax
Museum, Paramount’'s Supernatural and Murders in the Zoo and the horror-inflected
King Kong were released and all at least reasonably successful — in King Kong's case,
very successful indeed. Variety took a similar line on RKO’s The Monkey’s Paw in June,
commenting that it was “too late to ride along with the goose-pimple cycle of last year."*

... 'Paw'’ is not a picture for the general audience and too labored for the art theatres.”
After April 1933, horror releases tailed off for much of the year. Universal released

another big-budget horror film, The Invisible Man in November, and it proved a turning
point for the horror cycle’s fortunes. In New York it gave the Roxy “its biggest gross in
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years”, and elsewhere in the country it was “in the b.o. class of ‘Dracula’ and
‘Frankenstein’”, financially justifying its lengthy production period and over-budget
direction.*® As a film, it established that horror was still lively and bankable. The trade
attributed its success to its fresh approach to horror. Variety praised it as “... a picture
that develops something new and refreshing in film frighteners” and expressed the hope
that “urgent campaigning” for it could compensate for the fact that “chillers were
sometime ago presumed to have spent themselves as boxoffice.”* The Hollywood

Reporter similarly commented that:

“Invisible Man” is a legitimate offspring of the family that produced “Frankenstein” and
“Dracula”, but a lusty, healthy, willing-to-laugh youngster, who can stand on his own feet
... it will fare better in the neighborhoods than either of its predecessors, for while it is
“horror” it is also “horror comedy” — they get their laughs with the shrieks, and the kiddies
won't go home to sport in nightmares through the slumbering hours.

You really have to give a big hand to the little man, Carl Laemmle Jr. This is a
NEW idea, if there ever was one. It took courage to decide to make it, it IS so new.*®

In the months after The Invisible Man’s release, only a few horror and horror-angled films
were released, which fits with the fact that /nvisible Man's quality and success seemed to
surprise the trade. A lower-budget King Kong sequel, Son of Kong, and the British
production The Ghoul, with a holidaying Boris Karloff, were released in January.
Universal's first Karloff-Lugosi feature, The Black Cat, followed in May, and Columbia’s

voodoo-themed Black Moon in July.

In 1935, however, there is a sudden, confident upswing in horror production, which may
result from either belated capitalizing on The Invisible Man's success or, more likely,
widespread trade awareness that Universal were preparing a lavishly budgeted sequel to
Frankenstein to be released in the early summer. At any rate, the rush of 1935 releases
saw the trade press'’s attitude towards horror shift noticeably towards the idea of horror

as a longer-term trend which had proved to have a reliable market.

Bride of Frankenstein, released around the country in May, lived up to expectations and
became one of the cycle’s greatest box office successes. In Los Angeles Bride's opening
week gave the Pantages Theatre “one of biggest weeks it has had in its career.” Around
the country, the film did similarly magnificent business. On Broadway, it broke
attendance records at the Roxy, “so far outdistancing everything else there is no

comparison.”®
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Whether because of or despite Bride’s performance, the glut of horror films which arrived
one after another in the cinemas in the spring and summer of 1935 nearly all managed to
do very good box office without overcrowding the market. Mark of the Vampire did good,
solid business around the country, running for two weeks on Broadway, in Minneapolis
and in Los Angeles. It was enough of a success for MGM to give Tod Browning the
director’s chair on the higher-budget The Devil Doll. Werewolf of London, too, was "great
with kids” in LA, running for two weeks, and also did consistently well around the country.
The Raven was held over in Minneapolis and did decent program business, while The
Black Room did above average business in Los Angeles and Minneapolis.*’ Only Mad
Love, released at the tail end of this string of horrors, made an overall loss.*® Another
independent horror film, Invincible Pictures’ Condemned to Live, was released in
October, and Republic’'s The Crime of Dr. Crespi in January 1936. The latter did well on

Broadway despite its low budget and some rather harsh reviews.*

While the horror films released in 1936 were, in the broad sweep, not as profitable, they
still did decent business. Several lower budget films - The Invisible Ray (Universal, 1935,
dir. Edmund Grainger), The Walking Dead and the independent Halperin brothers
production Revolt of the Zombies did business varying from excellent to struggling
depending on the city. Meanwhile, the bigger-budget films Dracula’s Daughter and The
Devil Doll enjoyed far better receipts. Dracula’s Daughter ran for two weeks on
Broadway, making “a happy figure”, and enjoyed solid success, with particularly
excellent business in Chicago, San Francisco, and Minneapolis.*® The Devil Doll was a
less notable success, but still ended up $68,000 in profit, Tod Browning’s most

successful film for years.®'

Throughout the cycle, two alternative explanations of the cycle’'s success and its key
audience competed in discussions of horror. One initial explanation treated horror as a
potentially short-term “fad” whose popularity had a broad base across the cinemagoing
public. This explanation became gradually less popular as the horror cycle continued
well past the one to two year span of shorter cycles. Correspondingly, another
explanation became increasingly prevalent, especially in the trade press: that of a
specialised fan market who were serial consumers of horror films. Such reviews clearly
suggest that while individual, prestige horror films like Bride of Frankenstein might be

impressively successful, the cycle was beginning to be considered a staple genre whose
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programmers, well-made, could reliably appeal to a stable niche market of cinema-goers
who “went for” that sort of thing. Horror was not a waning fad. On the contrary, familiarity
seems to have shifted it towards a staple genre category with an established audience of

“shocker fans” for whom spectatorship of horror films was a regular entertainment.

Both trade reviews and box office reports from 1935 and 1936 see the market for horror
films as stable rather than declining — quite a contrast from their expectation in 1932-3
that the horror cycle was a brief fad. For instance, the New York Times review of The
Walking Dead in March 1936 remarked that “horror pictures are a staple commodity, and
this one was taken from one of the better shelves.” Hollywood Reporter said in May 1936
of Dracula’s Daughter. “With the stout box office of “Dracula”, “Frankenstein” and the
other chillers on Universal’s list a matter of record, it is a safe bet that this latest one will
make money.” Variety said of the same film: “Rates tops among recent horror pictures
and, as such, figures to deliver nice grosses. ... sufficiently shocking for the horror-pic
fans.” Other typical comments were “should give the “horror” fans all they want” (Motion
Picture Herald on Mark of the Vampire), “audiences liking horror should go for this”
(Motion Picture Daily on Mad Love), and: “If your customers like horrors, they will find
what they want here ... Karloff and Bela Lugosi should mean much in bringing in your

shocker fans” (Film Daily on The Raven).*?

During this period, more examples can be found of opportunistic horror angles in the
marketing of films not primarily received as horror. In January 1935, The Man Who
Reclaimed His Head, a drama about war profiteering, was marketed with a horror-angled
campaign. For instance one poster evokes horror indirectly but thoroughly, being
dominated by a giant skull, while in the background a man lit from below cowers in the
grip of the hand of a shrivelled corpse. The tagline proclaims “Accused — of the world’s
most monstrous crime!”*® Variety disputed the angle, however, opening its review by
stating “This isn't a horror picture, as the title and memory of Rains in other films might
suggest."54 In 1936, one poster for the medical drama The Story of Louis Pasteur uses a
similar indirect evocation of horror, selling the film as a Jekyll and Hyde story with two
contrasting pictures of Paul Muni — one handsome and clean shaven, the other bearded,
glowering and lit from below — and the tagline “Was he hero ... or monster?”>® Knowing

that horror angles were occasionally used in marketing during this time, to widen the

31



appeal of films not generally identified as horror, is useful because it helps confirm that
the trade still considered horror marketable.

Box office reports from 1935-1936 quite frequently mention the reliable popularity of
horror at particular theatres and in particular towns. For instance, Werewolf of London in
Portland, in June 1935, was taken to be “getting a play on mystic horror angle which has
ducat sales value in these parts.”® Variety’s Chicago reporter similarly explained The
Invisible Ray’s success at the State-Lake in July 1935 by saying that “Boris Karloff is
always a magnet in this house,” and commented of The Raven’s good business at the
same house in April 1936, horror “is caviar for this audience.””” Of Dracula’s Daughter's
success in San Francisco in June 1936, the reporter commented that “films of the horror
type always go well in Frisco”, and similarly of a Cleveland theatre the same week, “this
spot has regular clientele of thrill-seekers.”® Interestingly, none of this available data on
the box office performance of horror films in 1936 gives any hint of the upcoming

cessation of horror production.

As | discuss much more fully in Chapters One and Four, available evidence suggests
that censorship difficulties rather than the natural waning of the trend influenced the
abrupt end of horror production in the summer of 1936. A May 1936 Variety article
entitled “Horror Films Taken Off U Sked”, reporting Universal’s decision to cease

producing and marketing films as horror, notes that:

Reason attributed by U for abandonment of horror cycle is that European countries,
especially England, are prejudiced against this type product. Despite heavy local
consumption of its chillers, U. is taking heed to warning from abroad.®®

In Chapter Four, | argue that these censorship difficulties were more complex in origin
than this article suggests, and that the PCA, whom the studios relied upon to interpret
foreign censorship issues, played up and even actively misreported the British
censorship situation in an attempt to persuade the studios that horror was more trouble
than it was worth. Advertising and promotion of The Devil Doll (MGM, 1936, dir. Tod
Browning) avoided the heat of controversy and censorship by claiming not to be horror
“in any sense of the word” but instead “the novelty picture of the year”.®° The Devil Doll
began production as a horror film and was identified as an entry in the cycle by some

reviews, but as we will see its claim to be novelty rather than horror was not merely
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disingenuous, but descriptive of a shift in its content during internal censorship

negotiations.

Horror releases and horror-angled marketing completely ceased from mid-1936 to late
1938. As | detail in Chapter Five, several studios attempted to put horror films onto their
production schedules during this time but were dissuaded from doing so by harshly
worded PCA advice. In autumn 1938, after a highly successful revival of Dracula and
Frankenstein as a double bill, the studios finally ignored the warnings, and horror films
re-emerged on to the production schedules. However, as | shall examine in Chapter
Five, despite the strong market for horror suggested by the revival's success, the two
year hiatus had also crystallised a sense in some quarters of both trade and mainstream
journalism that much about the tropes and style of the 1930s horror cycle had become

overfamiliar, even dated.

As | discuss in Chapter Five, many critics see the horror films of 1939 onwards as a
continuation of the 1930s cycle. Conversely, | argue that they are more usefully seen not
just as a new cycle but as a series of small, distinctive studio-specific cycles. The studios
dealt with the perceived overfamiliarity of the chiller by reworking it in different forms,
transforming it into new films and cycles which very frequently blended horror with other
genre elements and marketing angles. For instance, Universal's Hound of the
Baskervilles (1939) began a new Sherlock Holmes mystery series marketed with strong
horror angles, while Columbia’s The Man They Could Not Hang (1939) was the first in a
series of three crime-horror films. Different studios and series, often produced by small
dedicated horror units like RKO’s or Universal's, took care to differentiate their product
from that of other studios by establishing a readily identifiable ‘house style’, and also
often widened appeal with multiple genre angles. While some films and series of the
1930s horror cycle (for instance Warner's urban horror films) had deployed similar
strategies, these 1940s unit products tended to vary from each other in a much more

coherent and consistent manner than had 1930s horror films from different studios.

Arguably, horror itself having lost its novelty per se and shifted from a single cycle
towards a broader and more established genre category, marketing and trade reviews
were more concerned with distinguishing a new studio product from existing and past
horror films, and making other generic connections with fashionable kinds of film. For

instance, Phantom of the Opera (Universal, 1943) was reworked as a high-budget
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Technicolor musical, and promoted and reviewed as emphasising its visually spectacular
musical staging over horror elements. Harrison’s Reports noted that it “[retained] the

horrific flavor of the original, but to a lesser degree”, and was “more of a musical.”®

In the period from 1939 to 1942, major changes took place in horror production and
horror discussion. The horror cycle fragmented and expanded into a different kind of
generic category, more mobile and open. Horror's fragmentation and increased mobility
co-incided with a growth of its generic status, from a cycle whose future was frequently
doubted by sources from Variety to the Production ‘Code Administration, to a more

established and varied generic category.

0.4 Economic emergency, the film industry, and the cinema/censorship controversy

in 1930s America

The films of the 1930s horror cycle were produced during a period of unparalleled
economic crisis, both in the USA and worldwide. As | will explain more fully in Chapter
One, it is not my intent in this thesis to argue that the horror cycle was in some way an
outgrowth or expression of the cultural and economic upheavals of the Depression.
However, it is still relevant and pertinent to offer some brief context here, first for the
material ways in which the Depression affected cinemagoing and the Hollywood film
industry in this period, and more crucially for this thesis, the censorship crisis which was
severely exacerbated by the Depression and which had a very direct and important

effect upon the horror cycle, and on Hollywood cinema in general.

Alithough cinematic portrayals of the Crash have frequently turned on images of sudden
nationwide panic, the Depression took some time to affect many parts of American
society, including the cinema industry. In fact, it was over a year before it filtered through
to the Hollywood studios. In 1930, film attendance actually rose, to an all-time high of 80
million patrons a week.®? However, when it hit, it hit hard. In 1930, the combined profits of
the “Big Eight” film studios amounted to $50 million; in 1931, this plummeted to $6.5

million.%3
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In the first ten months of 1930, cinema attendance dropped from a healthy 90 million
attendees per week to 60 million.®* By mid-1932, 6, 500 cinemas had shut, leaving 13,
000 open. However, at the point when attendance was at its lowest, 40, 000, 000

Americans were buying cinema tickets every week.®®

Under the circumstances, this is hardly surprising: on average, 100, 000 workers were
made unemployed every week in the three years following the 1929 Wall Street Crash.
By the end of 1932, 34 million people, which is to say 28% of the population, were
currently unemployed. and national income had dropped from $81 billion, in 1929, to $41
billion.% Perhaps the more striking fact is not that cinema attendance dropped so much
in the Depression, but that so many people in straitened and frequently desperate
circumstances kept up the luxury of going to the movies. This would seem to support
what became a central contention of censorship campaigners: the incontestably pre-

eminent place of cinemagoing in American culture and leisure.

Nevertheless, the Depression had the major studios constantly struggling to keep their
heads above water. Paramount, which at the end of the 1920s, had been the most
powerful studio, made an $8 million profit in 1930, but by the end of 1933 it was $20
million in debt, despite a 33.3% cut in budgets, reduction in salaries, and the $41.2
million sale of its share in CBS. Paramount went into receivership. Fox, meanwhile, was
in debt to the tune of $11.5 million in 1932, and the holding company for its theatres went
into receivership that year. Warner Bros. survived by “paring budgets to the bone” and
closing 300 of its 700 theatres.®’” The economic crisis within the film industry reached its
worst during the four day bank holiday declared by new President Franklin Roosevelt on
coming to power in March 1933, in order to draft emergency legislation to combat the
Depression. Box office receipts during this period fell by a crippling further 45%.%®
Roosevelt's New Deal, however, saw a gradual period of recovery, although the
economic after-effects of the Depression were still being felt within and outside the film
industry into the late 1930s.%°

Donald Crafton argues for a general trend after 1930s for studios to “cut back budgets,
[downsize], and [focus] on turning out product that would add to the bottom line.”™ In this
environment, there was a greater focus upon film cycles as a means of exploiting and

maximizing the profitability of major hits and trends.
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The film industry, financially drained and desperate to entice impoverished audiences
back into the cinemas, faced an additional hurdle. Impelled by Warner's 1927 success
with The Jazz Singer, Hollywood studios had committed to a complete conversion to
sound production, in a rush of optimistic enthusiasm during 1927 and 1928, before the
stock market crash of 1929. Finance for this grand project was secured from industry
backers, and by 1929 40% of all motion pictures were already being produced on sound
film.”" In mainland America, the stock market crash did not result in a noticeable
slowdown, partly because the studios’ financial and industrial commitment was already

irreversible.

Unlike Technicolor cinema, which co-existed with black and white film in Hollywood for
many years, sound film was firmly conceived as a replacement for silent film. The
transition from one to the other involved a vast investment of finance, technology,
training and new personnel. New actors, directors and writers had to be imported, new
technicians trained, film style adapted to accommodate dialogue. A myriad of technical
problems, such as soundproofing sets, silencing cameras and arc lamps, and
establishing how to edit a sound film, had to be solved. Moreover, vertical integration
meant that the studios were not only investing in the substantial technical and artistic
overhaul needed to reliably produce sound films, but also committing to upgrade
thousands of studio-owned theatres across the country to play sound films. Technicolor
cinema, on the other hand, much more compatible with existing technology and
filmmaking practices, took several decades to move from prestigious gimmick to
industrial norm, and colour and black and white films existed in the same studios and

cinemas for years.

Aside from conversion costs, the production of sound film was initially far more
expensive than that of silent film. At the end of 1930, the Exhibitor’'s Herald World
reported United States Census Bureau figures estimating that sound film production was
“near ten times that of silent.” While some of this cost, like increased salaries and new
personnel, was related to conversion, the Census Bureau figures also cite important

factors like more expensive laboratory work and negative stock.”

Financial necessity also arguably forced Hollywood to adapt to and standardise sound
filmmaking more rapidly than it might. The transitional period where conventions for

sound filmmaking are not yet entrenched, and films often display obvious signs of
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struggle with the demands of sound, is extremely brief. Donald Grafton argues that by
the end of 1931 sound was completely standardised and integrated aesthetically,

practically and economically into Hollywood production practices.”

As | will further discuss in Chapter One, Robert Sklar's previously accepted notion of a
“Golden Age of Turbulence”, in which early 1930s Hollywood films became increasingly
subversive and transgressive in content, partly in response to the Depression, has now
largely been debunked by the work of Richard Maltby, Ruth Vasey and Lea Jacobs.
Instead, these scholars argue that the exponential growth of campaigning for cinema
censorship in the late 1920s and early 1930s was not provoked by any change in film
content, but by wider social and cultural factors. I discuss recent developments in
censorship scholarship, including the reasons for my reliance on these particular sources

for my historical narrative here, in more detail in Chapter One.

Nevertheless, Maltby argues that conflict between the independent censorship lobby and
the Motion Pictures Producers’ and Distributors’ Association, the industry’s public
relations and internal censorship body, was certainly exacerbated by “the industry’s
predilection for the crude but reliable market mechanism of rushing imitations of
profitable pictures into production, generating seasonal cycles.”™ During the first half of
the 1930s, there was increasing tension between the concerns of censorship
campaigners and the film industry’s reliance on sensation, taboo and controversy as an
effective way of marketing films and drawing box office in a hostile economic climate.
Controversy usually boosted the profitability of individual films, making them more likely
to feed into a cycle — but that same controversy would provide the censorship lobby with
“evidence of the industry’s lack of social responsibility.””® Given the short-term
promotional effects such controversy could have, the presence of a number of
controversial cycles, such as the gangster cycle and ‘kept woman’ cycle, besides the

horror cycle, is not surprising.

Maltby suggests that Dracula’s huge commercial success despite vocal criticisms from
cinema campaigners and local censor boards exemplified the dilemma of the industry:
“some of the material most likely to produce immediate high returns in first-run theatres,
and thus maintain company liquidity, also provoked reform groups to claim the
[Production] Code was being ignored.” The studios thus found themselves caught

between two economic imperatives: the cinematic pleasures which were apparently
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keeping the industry afloat were also in danger of sinking it.”® The studios were well
aware of this gap between the demands of pressure groups and the demands of the box
office. Carl Laemmle Sr. had sniped in 1927 that “the public now knows we stand for
clean pictures and that invariably they are too damn clean and they stay away on

account of it.””’

Richard Maltby has argued that during the 1920s, progressive reform and Prohibition
had largely benefited cinema, as it was a mass leisure pursuit which provided an
alternative to drinking. Progressive concern about the cinema did exist, however, and
frequently manifested itself in the form of proposals for federal supervision or regulation
of film production and content. Nevertheless, the Motion Pictures Producers’ and
Distributors’ Association, the industry’s public relations body, and specifically Will Hays,
President of the MPPDA, had managed to largely co-opt such concern by inviting bodies
like the General Federation of Women’s Clubs into a coalition of ‘responsible groups’ to

advise them.”®

Maltby argues that a number of events at the end of the 1920s destabilised this coalition
and revitalised independent censorship campaigning.’ In late 1929 an Episcopalian
newspaper called The Churchman alleged that Hays' coalition was corrupt, and that
officials of civic and religious organisations had been offered ‘retainer’ fees in exchange
for their approval of films. Within the Protestant religious press, this initiated a campaign
upon the subject and a broader trend from 1930 onwards, towards heavy criticism of the
film industry, and suspicion of Hays’ reform attempts, and renewed calls for federal

censorship.%

State censorship boards also became much more active during this period, and much
more unpredictable in their activity. By 1930, there were censor boards in seven states
and fifty-five cities, and if they objected to a film’s content, they simply banned or re-cut
it.3' The more severe examples of local cutting, which, as we will see, often excised
crucial scenes, was rarely undertaken by professional editors, and could potentially

damage a film’s business.

Prior to the 1929 crash, Maltby notes a general trend for Protestant provincial middle
class to perceive their cultural power as threatened by “the incursions of a modernist,

metropolitan culture that the provincials regarded as alien ... the movie theater was one
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site at which they felt their values and their children endangered by a newer, urban,

immigrant, largely Jewish and Catholic culture.”®?

Such sentiments were thoroughly exacerbated by the 1929 Wall Street Crash.
Conservative Protestant commentators frequently made permissiveness and moral
decadence the scapegoats for the Crash and the cultural and economic crisis of the
Depression. Such arguments frequently concerned themselves with threats to the family
unit, focusing on gender and childhood. Maltby connects the rise of specific concern with
the effects of cinema viewing upon children with this trend. ® Ruth Vasey supports
Maltby’s view, stating that “moral insecurity” caused by the Depression was responsible
for much of the industry’s public-relations crisis.®* Indeed, the 1930s saw a rise in moral

conservatism within American culture in general.®

This decline of Protestantism’s social influence co-incided with a rise in what Maltby
refers to as “a project of confident Catholic cultural assertiveness”, particularly through
the Catholic Action movement, which made moral interventions into various cultural
arenas, but particularly cinema. Father Daniel Lord, one of the writers of the Production
Code, was involved with this movement.?® As | will detail further below, this struggle for
cultural power between Catholic and Protestant influences expressed itself in the
censorship campaign in competition and struggle over movie reform. It sometimes
informed conflicts between Production Code censorship and independent censorship
pressure groups like the Motion Picture Research Council, most of which were pro-
federal censorship. Whether the MPRC themselves campaigned for federal censorship is

a point of controversy, as | will explain further below.

This rise in film censorship activism also co-incided with a decline in the censorship of
more established art forms such as the novel, the theatre and magazines, especially on
the part of the Catholic Church, as Ruth Vasey has usefully charted.®” The emergence of
sound cinema seemed to catalyse a widespread acknowledgement of its pre-eminent
place in Western society as a popular art form. This was an argument which frequently
incorporated concerns regarding class and cultural power like those cited above, and
specifically regarding the regulation of working class social behaviour through leisure.
The Production Code, attempting to synthesise such concerns, argues that while most

arts appeal only to the “mature”, and have “[their] grades for different classes”:
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... the art of the motion picture, combining as it does the two fundamental appeals of
looking at a picture and listening to a story, at once reaches every class of society ... The
exhibitor’'s theatres are built for the masses, for the cultivated and the rude, mature and
immature, self-restrained and inflammatory, young and old, law-respecting and criminal.®®

Arguments for film censorship frequently invoked a well-developed discourse concerning
the social effects of cinema, which often cited the accessibility of cinema to those social
groups who were supposedly the most easily morally influenced. Arguments about
cinema'’s negative social effects tended to rely on the idea that spectators might simply
imitate the behaviour of characters in a film. Campaigners argued that this was
especially true of vulnerable and easily influenced spectators — the young and the
working-class, and especially those who were both. For instance, there was a vogue for
film plots and magazine articles dealing with the trope of the “movie-struck” girl who,
hypnotised by the screen, and particularly influenced by such poor role-models as the
heroines of the gold-digger cycle, runs away to become an actress. Usually in such
narratives, she is left stranded, jobless, vulnerable and prone to seduction on the streets
of L.A. In fact, the M.P.P.D.A., with an eye to countering this criticism, even sponsored a
YWCA residence for young women looking for acting work. Similarly, it was worried that
gangster films encouraged poor boys in the cities to turn to violent crime in order to
escape from poverty to luxury, and that “sex pictures” encouraged young women into

promiscuity and prostitution.

The Production Code followed these various censorship advocates in its argument that
the screen provided a spectacle far more compelling and influential for the young, poor
and impressionable than did literature or theatre. For instance, the San Francisco News,

reporting on the Payne Fund Studies in August 1933, notes that:

It was never necessary to make such a careful study of the stage, because it has been
definitely shown that stage plays in general have little effect on young children.
Youngsters just don't “get them.” But they understand the movies, and remember them in
almost as great detail as do adults, the tests showed.®

Early anti-horror criticism, as | will argue in Chapters Two and Three, also based its
arguments on the negative effects of such films on the nerves, and relied especially on
the suggestion of more intense effects on more vulnerable classes of spectator,
specifically children and those of nervous or neurotic temperament. It was therefore so
far congruent with the broader concern of moral effects on which most arguments for

censorship centred. However, during the early part of the cycle, the anti-horror argument
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of independent cinema campaigners was much less developed than that against sex or

violence in films.

The Production Code of 1930 was the cornerstone of a broader strategic response by
the film industry to increasing controversy and censorship activism. It was designed as a
far more extensive and efficient rewriting of a previous list of problem subjects from
1927, known as the “Don’ts and Be Carefuls”. This list had proved far too sketchy and
incomplete to anticipate the range of censorship problems which could be raised by
different organisations and places. Through it, Motion Picture Producers’ and
Distributors’ Association to anticipate criticisms of both of cinema in general and
individual films and cycles by monitoring and negotiating the content of individual films
before release, and by more broadly aiming to encourage film trends which showed the
industry in a good light, and discourage the controversial and sensational. Thus, it aimed
to integrate censorship “within the larger institution of cinema production, distribution and
exhibition” and thereby to permanently answer those pressure groups who called for

federal censorship.%

The Code was patched together out of two documents drafted roughly at the same time.
The first was drafted by Martin Quigley, who was editor of the Motion Picture Herald and
a Catholic activist, in October 1929 with the help of Father Daniel Lord, S.J., editor of the
Catholic youth magazine The Queen’s Work. The second had been written by the MGM
producer Irving Thalberg working with a committee, and was entitled "General Principles
to Govern the Preparation of a Revised Code of Ethics for Talking Pictures." After a
fractious MPPDA meeting concerning these two documents, Will Hays sent Quigley and
Lord off to redraft the Code, unifying their Catholic-oriented “Reasons” with Thalberg's
more pragmatic “Principles”. After the MPPDA West Coast board ratified the Code on
February 17™ 1930, the “Reasons” were not included in the version for publication
released to the press. On March 13th, the more powerful New York board of the MPPDA

endorsed the Code.®'

The new Production Code was in fact an ambitious attempt to unite such differing
concerns and models of film morality, censorship and taboo into a single, coherent and
comprehensive charter with a distinctive philosophy and theory of cinema and morality.
It aimed to unite the confusingly varied objections and concerns of the censorship lobby

into a single umbrella policy which they could all subscribe to, and to which the industry
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could adhere. Unlike the “Don’ts and Be Carefuls”, it was not merely a laundry list of
subjects and elements offensive to different groups. The list of banned subjects, actions
and words which is often popularly supposed to constitute the “Hays Code” in fact only
constitutes the final pages of a lengthy document: most versions are over twenty pages
long.%? Most of the body of the Production Code is taken up with a broader argument

concerning the cinema, which reasons from general principles to specific applications.

It took some years to integrate Code regulation fully into production, and for the first half
of the 1930s, the censorship debate was defined by the struggle between different
censorship organisations and pressure groups and particularly between the industry’s
development of internal censorship via the Production Code, and independent and local
groups. As | have suggested above, this was also in part a struggle over broader issues
of cultural power, concerning in Maltby’s words “who possessed the appropriate authority

to police the ideological apparatus of representation.”®

Much of the burden of administering the Code was assigned to the MPPDA’s Studio
Relations Committee. It was the task of this body to review scripts and finished films,
monitor compliance with the Code, to advise negotiate with studios over problematic
elements in individual films, and to intercede with local censors on behalf of studios.
During the years after the Code was introduced, the SRC's practices were tightened and
its powers bolstered by the MPPDA several times. The most public of these changes
was in 1934, when the SRC was renamed the Production Code Administration, its staff
expanded, and the former public relations man and Hays Office employee Joseph Breen
brought in to head it.** The SRC and PCA aimed to anticipate objections, so a successful
policy for them would mean that censorship of a film took place through internal
negotiation before release, rather than through local cuts, bans and outcries afterwards.
In fact, they aimed to supersede the many voices of local and independent censorship,
encompassing all objections and unifying film regulation through a body which unlike
independent campaigners and local censor boards, was friendly to the film industry —

indeed, in some senses a part of it.

In September 1931, the submission of scripts to the Studio Relations Committee became
compulsory, and on December 24, 1931, the studio-relations committee gained the ’right
to appeal to the “Hollywood jury”, a committee of producers, in case of dispute. However,

in February 1932, Senator Smith Brookhart of lowa, looking for re-election, introduced a
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resolution to investigate the film industry. He claimed that Hays had “done nothing
toward improving the moral tone of the movies.” By the end of 1932 almost 40 religious,

educational and citizen groups passed resolutions calling for federal regulation.®

Although local censor eliminations were down by 30-50 percent since the introduction of
the Production Code, the broader censorship campaign became more and more vocal.

As Richard Maltby has pointed out, “every time the Association responded to one kind of
complaint, it was replaced by another.”®® The most major of these controversies was the

publication of the Payne Fund Studies.

In May and June 1933, Christian Century and Survey Graphic magazines serialised the
Payne Fund Studies, a series of scientific studies funded by the Motion Picture Research
Council, the most influential Protestant cinema campaigning organisation. The head of
the MPRC, Rev. William H. Short, had recruited leading psychologists and sociologists to
perform these studies, which appeared to provide empirical back up for established
arguments about the negative psychological and social effects of cinema, on children
and adolescents in particular.’’ This bad publicity became even worse on the release of
Henry J. Forman's Our Movie-Made Children, an emotive anti-cinema polemic
authorised by the MPRC to summarise the results. Our Movie-Made Children became a
bestseller, and moreover was widely discussed in the media.*® Moreover, it devoted a
chapter specifically to the negative effects of horror films, providing the fullest and most

high-profile discussion yet of the case for horror as a censorship problem.

Despite its skewing of the Studies’ more moderate and uncertain conclusions regarding
cinema effects, Our Movie-Made Children cemented the Payne Fund Studies’ impact on
public opinion. Maltby argues that “the scientific credibility of the “Payneful” Studies
made the MPRC’s demands for federal regulation a profound threat to the industry ...
Hays knew that their impact on public opinion would hold “infinitely more danger than
any report the Federal Council might have issued.”* Jowett et al's examination of the
Payne Fund Studies, however, convincingly disputes the notion that the MPRC were
themselves in favour of federal censorship. They quote from an article by Rev. Short in
the October 1934 issue of Education, in which he lists five campaigning goals, one of
which is “the separation of child and adult audiences” and another of which is “movies as
a free art, with no censorship or monopoly”. Jowett et al argue that Short was against

federal censorship, as this suggests, seeing it as a monopolistic practice, and instead
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favoured the creation of separate films for children and for adult audiences. However,
they also point out that the MPRC's position on federal censorship was the subject of
great controversy within the organisation itself, with many members individually in favour
of federal regulation. This said, as Jowett et al acknowledge, the MPRC's own position
on the subject remains a more minor point as so much of the censorship campaign was
in favour of federal censorship, and the Studies and Our Movie Made Children both gave

them ammunition and helped tip public opinion towards them.'®

At the lowest financial ebb of the Depression, in the uncertain months before Roosevelt's
inauguration, the censorship crisis intensified, and the film industry was placed under
further pressure by speculation that Roosevelt's proposals for government control of
industry would include some kind of federal film censorship.'' The MPPDA responded to
these anxieties with a “Reaffirmation of Objectives” confirming the Code and further
tightening the SRC’s application of it.'®? However, this in turn was not enough to prevent
a large and highly-publicised Catholic campaign in 1934 which forced the censorship
controversy to a crisis point, prompting the MPPDA to a further and more radical reform

of Code administration.

Modern film historians disagree on the nature and import of the campaign by the Catholic
Legion of Decency, as | discuss in more detail in Chapter One. While it depicted itself as
grassroots campaign forcing a financial crisis within the industry and a wholesale reform
of the supposedly ineffectual SRC, more recent work has questioned this account. Lea
Jacobs has suggested that the importance of the Catholic campaign’s contribution may
have been overplayed relative to those of other censorship groups. Meanwhile, she,
Richard Maltby and Ruth Vasey have all argued convincingly that while the campaign
was crucial, it was not so much a spontaneous popular movement as an orchestrated
attempt by prominent Catholics, including several of the Code’s architects, to push Will
Hays and the MPPDA towards a stricter and more comprehensive enforcement of the

Code.'®

Correspondence from 1933 shows that Joseph Breen, at the time working part-time for
the SRC, in active discussion with Quigley, Bishop Cantwell of Los Angeles, Daniel Lord
and others on campaign strategy.104 The Motion Picture Herald of 1933 and early 1934
was full of criticism from Quigley that the Code was being ignored. The Catholic youth

magazine which Father Lord edited, The Queen’s Work, carried in Catholic schools and
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colleges, started printing lists of suitable and unsuitable pictures.'®® At the bishops’
conference in Washington, November 1933, Daniel Lord lamented the dashing of his and
Quigley’s hopes for the Code. At the same conference, Cantwell, in a speech written for
him by Joseph Breen, spoke angrily of the Jews, “instruments of debauchery” who
dominated Hollywood production, of the “seventy-five percent pagan” actors and
filmmakers, and of New York City's exportation of its “European climate”, dubious morals
and pornographic writing westwards.'® An Episcopal Committee on Motion Pictures was
convened at the same conference, chaired by Archbishop McNicholas of Cincinnati,
advised by Wilfrid Parsons, editor of the Jesuit magazine America, who was in turn
advised by Quigley and Breen. The plan was for “ethical leadership by the bishops
based on concerted action by the rank and file” — in other words, an organised

nationwide campaign by the Catholic Church, designed with a careful eye to publicity.'”’

By early 1934, this had taken the form of the recruitment of the Catholic Legion of
Decency, which persuaded Catholics to sign a pledge promising “to remain away from all
motion pictures except those which do not offend decency and Christian morality.”'*® The
largest actual boycott was in Philadelphia, where Cardinal Denis Dougherty of instructed
all Philadelphia Catholics in Catholic Standard, May 25, 1934 to “stay away from all of
[the movies] ... This is not merely a counsel but a positive command, binding all in
conscience under pain of sin.”'®® This was reported to cause a dramatic drop in box
office receipts in the city — 40% in three months. In Chicago, meanwhile, the heavily
Catholic state censorship board banned more and more films, including prestige
productions like Queen Christina. Uncoordinated, localised campaigns were also
beginning to be effective. Parochial school children paraded outside designated theatres
with placards reading “An Admission to an Indecent Movie Is a Ticket to Hell”.'"® Parish
priests were reputedly stationed outside box offices to check their flock were sticking to
their word. This campaign, reported widely in the press, operated in tandem with
pressure from above, from the film industry’s financial backers to remodel and

strengthen the MPPDA's internal censorship procedures. De Grazia and Newman argue
that the same players who organised the Legion of Decency campaign worked at the

same time to encourage Hollywood’s major investors to make just such a stipulation."'

While other factors — particularly the Payne Fund Studies and the media attention given
to them and to Our Movie Made Children — undoubtedly intensified the crisis, the breadth

and influence of the Legion of Decency campaign, and the Philadelphia boycott in
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particular, is undeniable. Maltby convincingly suggests that this was more to do with the
amount of negative publicity and press attention it generated than with its immediate
financial effect on the industry.''? At any rate, the MPPDA responded rapidly, holding an
emergency meeting of the Board which reconstituted the SRC as the Production Code
Administration, to be headed by Breen with an expanded staff which could monitor films

more closely at all stages of development.

New measures gave the newly-formed PCA rather more substantial power than its
predecessor. Firstly, every film passed by the PCA would be given a certificate to be
displayed on each print, and a $25, 000 fine could now be levied against any MPPDA
member company releasing a film without it. A second rule reinforced the first: no
member-controlled theatre circuit was permitted to book an uncertificated film.
Additionally, the “Hollywood Jury” was scrapped.''® Appeals against Code office
decisions had to go before the full board of MPPDA directors in New York, a move which
shifted power from the studio heads to their financial backers. A. P. Giannini, President
of the Bank of America and one of the most powerful financiers of the industry, declared
that no film would receive funding without prior clearance from the Production Code
Administration. " However, the PCA’s methodology of censorship negotiation remained
substantially similar to its predecessor, albeit generally more thorough and stringent.
PCA censorship remained primarily based in consensual negotiations with filmmakers,

rather than resort to the PCA’s powers to refuse a certificate.'"®

After this crisis, the moral panic regarding cinema censorship gradually declined, and
public opinion relaxed. By the late 1930s and the end of the 1930s horror cycle,
Production Code censorship negotiation was fully integrated into Hollywood
flmmaking."'® As the moral conservative campaign died down, the debate over cinema
censorship moved on from the issue of federal censorship. The dominant issue in
censorship had now become overtly political content, and particularly anti-Fascist
material such as several Spanish Civil War films, Sinclair Lewis’ It Can’t Happen Here, a
satire in which an unscrupulous American senator uses the 1936 Presidential election to
make himself a dictator in the mould of Hitler. Such material was repeatedly charged by
both the PCA and conservatives with being pro-Communist or pro-Democrat
propaganda, and therefore unsuitable as ‘harmless entertainments’. Greater debates
over cinema censorship were now largely concerned with the limits of the Production

Code’s power to forbid explicitly political argument in a film, rather than with the social
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effects of sex, violence and horror."'” Crucially, this meant that when horror production
resumed in 1939, it did so in a changed censorship climate in which, whatever the
Production Code’s policy on the matter, horror was far less central to the current

censorship debate.

The horror films of the 1931-1936 cycle were therefore informed by an unstable and
rapidly evolving censorship situation. Internal censorship had to keep pace with the
growth of external censorship and anti-cinema campaigning, which had become a major
threat to the film industry at a time when it was under great financial strain. Most
importantly, censorship during the 1930s horror cycle was in a period of controversy and
transformation, and came from multiple sources with radically different interests in and

conception of cinema and spectatorship.
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Chapter One: Review of literature

The aim of this chapter is both to locate my work in terms of the fields with which it
intersects, and to offer specific interventions into some key theoretical and
methodological debates in each of those fields. After locating my work and the fields | will
discuss more closely within a brief history of horror studies, this chapter engages in
debate upon three topics: genre studies, historiography and the study of horror affect.

In reference to genre studies, | discuss recent developments in this area that have
informed my study, historical trends in the way horror scholarship specifically tends to
construct genre. My own approach is intended to apply these recent developments to the
study of the 1930s horror cycle, but also aims to supplement Rick Altman’s model of

genrification by examining the role of censorship in genre-making.

This chapter also discusses several historiographical issues around explanation of the
horror cycle in terms of broad historical trends, around censorship, and around the
historical borders of the cycle. | define my own position in reference to the first and last of
these issues, and | argue that my work applies recent developments in classical

Hollywood censorship scholarship to the 1930s horror cycle.

Finally, this chapter discusses the notion of “discourses of affect”, as initially delineated
by Matt Hills, and how this notion offers a useful route for the historical scholar in
negotiating the methodological dilemmas involved in studying both affect and

spectatorship.

1.1 A brief history of horror studies

In this section it is my intention to offer some wider context for how my own study fits into
the ‘map’ of horror studies, before | move on to a closer discussion of the parts of the
field with which my own work most intersects. This being the case, this survey is

intended to be brief, and does not aim to be truly comprehensive. | should also note that,
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as | will further explore in 1.2, recent developments in genre studies have questioned
whether horror is the unproblematically pre-defined object of study that much of this work
takes it to be.

As my thesis will discuss throughout, there was critical discussion of horror films in the
popular media from the beginnings of the 1930s cycle. However, academic film criticism
of horror began to appear in the 1960s, emerging in the wake of pioneering examinations
of other popular film genres such as the Western and the gangster film." Perhaps the
most seminal piece of horror scholarship from this early period, though, is Robin Wood'’s
essay “American Nightmare: Horror in the 70s” (1986).? Drawing on primarily on
psychoanalytic theory and secondarily on Marxist theory, Wood analyses the cultural and
ideological work of the 1970s horror film. He argues influentially that horror represents
“return of the repressed” from the cultural ‘unconscious’, and argues that the short
taxonomy of American filmic monsters he embarks on reveals a spectrum of that which
modern capitalist society represses in terms of gender, sexuality, politics, race and class.
Another purpose of Wood’s work, and the 1970s and 1980s horror scholars who followed
him, is to validate horror as an object of study by asserting its cultural and political

relevance.

Wood’'s work has given rise to an entire branch of horror studies that seeks to analyse
and interpret horror's ideological underpinnings. Such work usually relies, like Wood, on
a psychoanalytic narrative, although this is occasionally implicit. In particular, many
particularly strong and influential narratives of the politics of the horror film have focused
on gender and drawn on feminist psychoanalytic film theory (particularly Laura Mulvey's
work on the gaze) and semiotics (particularly Julia Kristeva’s work on abjection).® One
prominent example, Barbara Creed’s The Monstrous-Feminine (1993) uses horror film
texts as instances to argue that in all its forms monstrosity is a refraction of male fears of

the female body.

Some other discussions of horror in the same period, like S.S. Prawer’s history Caligari’s
Children (1980) concentrated on an aesthetic analysis and appreciation of the horror
genre. As | will suggest in 1.2, these studies frequently relied on structuralist accounts of
genre, and were often preoccupied with issues of generic definition around an agreed

centre.

49



Horror studies has expanded exponentially in the last two decades, to the point where at
the time of writing it appears to be one of the most active areas in the field of genre
studies. This increase in popularity in the academy has been interdependent with the
growth of genre studies as such, as | will discuss in 1.2. It has also coincided with a
decline in the popularity within the academy of the kinds of film theory which formed the
basis for much of the horror studies of the 1970s.* However, this said, numerous critics
of the last two decades, for instance Halberstam (1995), Bellin (2005) and Newitz (2006),
continue to draw on psychoanalytical and Marxist approaches to draw out the ideological
dynamics of horror, and illustrate that such approaches to horror continue to be a lively
part of the field.

‘Post-theory’ perspectives in the wider academy have led some scholars formulate
alternative ways of analysing horror which draw on other bodies of scholarship. Noé&l
Carroll's cognitivist account of horror, The Philosophy of Horror, which | discuss in 1.4,
argues that psychoanalytic theory is limited in its capacity to address horror
spectatorship as an emotional experience and offers an alternative, cognitive model of
horror affect. Alternatively, a number of scholars in the last two decades have taken a
more historicist approach to the genre. There has been a particular trend in the last
decade towards investigating horror spectatorship by examining practices, trends and
discourses in marketing, distribution, consumption, and fandom. | will discuss some of

these studies in 1.3 and 1.4.

It is within this latter trend towards industrial history and studies of reception that | would
broadly locate my own work. However, as | will elaborate below, my account focuses on
the conversation through which different genre users, such as censors or studio publicity,
constructed of horror's affect and effect on spectators. My thesis therefore intersects to
some degree with scholarship on horror affect. In section 1.4, | will argue for the value of

such an approach as my own and suggest how it might make a contribution to the field.
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1.2 Horror scholarship and recent trends in genre studies

This section examines and critiques the range of existing approaches to genre in horror
scholarship. Back in the earlier days of film studies as an academic discipline, the auteur
theory and its proponents defined genres as less an object of interest in themselves than
as the formulae which true cinematic art transcended.® However, over the past few
decades, genres themselves have increased in popularity as an object of critical
attention. In both the study of particular genres, and theorisation about genre in general,
various methods have been proposed by which critics might identify, investigate and

work with film genres.

In particular, the discussion in this section arises from a trend in recent work by genre
scholars such as Rick Altman (most prominently in Film/Genre), Jim Naremore (in More
Than Night: Film Noir and its Contexts and various articles) and Steve Neale (in Genre
and Hollywood) to argue for a break with a number of widespread critical assumptions
and methods. | wish broadly to align my own work with such scholarship, and argue the
need for more work in horror studies in particular to respond to and take account of this
trend. | also argue in more detail in section 1.2.2. that certain aspects of the discussion in
this thesis can extend and nuance some of the preceding authors’ propositions about

genre-making in classical Hollywood.

1.2.2 Constructing horror as genre

Horror studies itself is as often marked by implicit, undiscussed assumptions about genre
in general as it is by specific discussions and propositions concerning genre. In
particular, the theoretical issues to be negotiated concerning the generic history of horror
and the definition of horror itself as a generic category are very often treated by
implication only. Explicit re-examination of the question of genre means we can begin to

test these assumptions.

At this point | want to offer a brief analysis of several of the most common ways in which
horror scholarship has treated the question of genre. | do this in order to suggest why the

programme proposed by Altman, Neale and others is valuable to horror studies, and
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might be able to help substantially revise our understanding of horror’s many historical

and cultural iterations, and even its very nature as a genre. This analysis is necessarily
brief, and not intended as part of an exhaustive taxonomy of horror scholarship, but to

highlight certain trends and areas of debate around questions of genre which are

particularly relevant to this thesis.

The first tendency | want to note first appears historically early on in horror studies,
peaked during the 1980s and continues to be relatively prominent, despite some decline
of scholarly interest in the theories upon which it is founded. In this mode of horror
analysis, conclusions about the genre are arrived at following the close analysis of a
relatively small number of case studies of ‘classic’ instances. Robin Wood’s seminal
essay “The American Nightmare: Horror in the 70s” (1986), Barbara Creed’s The
Monstrous-Feminine (1993) and Bruce Kawin's 1984 essay “The Mummy's Pool” all
exemplify this trend.® Altman and Mark Jancovich have both noted that the conclusions
of such studies about horror tend to ascribe it a basic ‘core’ of meaning, and either a
ritual or an ideological function, depending on whether the scholar in question is working
from a structuralist or a post-structuralist standpoint.” Such studies seek to make
observations about horror which pertain throughout a wide range of films, or which are
even argued to be essential to the genre, yet the number of actual films studied in detail
is usually small, and the historical range relatively broad. Creed’s study, for instance, is
based on an in-depth examination of eight films from a twenty-year production period.
This is, again, concomitant with the notion that this essential ‘core’ of meaning or
function, since it is basic to the genre, is best elucidated through close analysis of a few

films.

This leads to two related problems. Firstly, the issue of selection is clearly important
given the design of such studies, but is underdiscussed and frequently remains implicit
throughout. As with the Wood and Creed works above, introductory portions where this
subject might have been discussed are instead devoted to elucidating the theory which
these films will be used to prove. Secondly, the reductive properties of ascribing shared
‘core’ meaning and function to a broad range of horror films are dealt with through the
elision of films which might challenge or pose problems for the theory in question.
Moreover, sometimes films appear to be selected precisely for the fact that they resonate
with the theory being propounded. For instance, Barbara Creed, in arguing that filmic

monstrosity is really about the abjection of the female genitalia, foregrounds Carrie
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(1976), in which the menarche triggers an explosion of monstrosity in the adolescent
female protagonist, but ignores, for instance, American Werewolf in London (1981), and

its not-unprecedented connection between male adolescence and monstrosity.?

Another kind of study of horror, especially in the last two decades, attempts to grapple
with this issue of selectivity and range by producing taxonomies which attempt to map
the territory of the horror genre according to various criteria. Andrew Tudor’'s Monsters
and Mad Scientists (1989) classifies horror films in their period of production, from 1931-
1984, and according to the nature of the main threat; supernatural or scientific, internal
or external. David J. Russell’s “Monster Roundup: Reintegrating the Horror Genre”
(1998) does not classify films historically, but also divides films into categories based
upon the nature of the monster, represented as overlapping in a Venn diagram: deviant,
paranatural, and supernatural.’ W.H. Rockett’s Devouring Whirlwind (1988), meanwhile,
divides horror into thematic subgenres: supranatural, supernatural, bad science, and
slasher. Importantly, such taxonomies, like the former kind of study, analyse genre only
with reference to the film text, and are not concerned with genre classification and use in

production, marketing, or spectatorship.

This tendency is in some ways a useful development. Andrew Tudor’s study is
particularly actively engaged with the problem of studying horror as genre, arguing that
his approach attempts to deal non-reductively with the variety and plurality of horror
films, noting that “a genre’s boundaries are definitionally blurred”, and attempting to
recognise and chart the fact that the genre has been subject to much change and

t."° Unlike the former approach to studying horror, this mode of analysis

developmen
does not assume either that horror occupies a large but undifferentiated territory. It is
also far more likely than the former approach to deal with variation and even
contradiction within the genre, partly by nature and partly because in such studies the
taxonomy itself is the proposition, which means the scholar can be less committed to the

discovery of a single meaning or function which pertains widely.

However, these kinds of taxonomy are subject to certain problems. Chiefly, it is difficult
for them to avoid becoming somewhat arbitrary: how has the critic determined which
qualities of a genre are the important ones, by which it ought to be classified? In order to
give significance to a system of classification that has nothing to do with the way films

are produced, distributed, censored and consumed outside of academia, one must have
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a critical standpoint, even an agenda. The critical purpose in such studies by definition
tends to be covert and de-emphasised in order to preserve the notion that the taxonomy
is objective. This is a problematic contradiction in itself. For instance, Russell describes
himself as part of a school of “objectivist horror analysis” and cites “a general agreement
among most horror critics” (including Tudor) that, in Tudor’s phrase “the ‘threat’ is the
central feature of the horror movie narrative.”'' Again, the terms of analysis are chosen
only with reference to the kinds of patterns the critic wishes to observe, and of course
themselves determine what will then appear to be the ‘landmarks’ of horror's topography:
for example, Tudor’'s observation that 1950s horror is distinguished by the
preponderance of scientific threats over supernatural ones.'? A topography which
focused instead on the temporal and geographical settings of horror films would be likely
to discover a different set of ‘landmarks’ for 1950s horror. With the claim of objectivity
and empirical study compromised, and no explicit theoretical purpose or point, the use-

value of the taxonomy is somewhat devalued.

In fact, an overt critical agenda like, for instance, a hypothetical feminist analysis which
surveyed horror films by the presence, nature and plot role of female characters, would
arguably be able to achieve more despite the compromise of its claims to complete
objectivity. Studies of horror which approach its genre from other angles sometimes also
offer looser and more explicitly motivated taxonomies, such as Robin Wood's “The
American Nightmare”, mentioned above (by type of repressed/Other embodied by the
monster: female sexuality, proletariat, other cultures, etc.) and Rhona Berenstein's
historical-theoretical study of marketing and spectatorship Attack of the Leading Ladies,
which | discuss below (hypnosis films, jungle-horror and mad doctor films). While these
remain subject to the problem of critical circularity discussed above, their much less
pronounced claim of objectivity, and their motivation by the theoretical points of the study

allow them to escape to some degree the related problem of arbitrariness.

A third scholarly approach to horror as genre shifts the location of genre, and sometimes
the object of analysis itself, from the film text itself to the contexts in which it is produced
and consumed. Such studies are therefore historically oriented, and their relative
popularity at time of writing is probably not unconnected with the rise of historicism within
literature and film studies. Rhona Berenstein’s Attack of the Leading Ladies (1996)
examines archival material related to marketing and censorship to gain a sense of the

place of gender in how these sources invited audience members to watch horror films.
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Matt Hills’ The Pleasures of Horror (2005), meanwhile, is a broad-ranging examination of
some of the discursive practices and cultural politics of horror audiences. Steffen
Hantke's anthology Horror Film: Creating and Marketing Fear (2004) emphasises horror
marketing in a way indicative of the recent growth of this trend. | will discuss the Hills and
Berenstein texts in more depth with reference to my own work in sections 1.3 and 1.4.
Some such studies are interested in the activity of concrete, rather than theorised, horror
audiences, and particularly in horror fandom and the body of fan-produced criticism and
debate, with its lively disputes: for instance, Martin Barker's The Video Nasties and

several recent articles by Mark Jancovich.™

Recent work on horror which actively considers and responds to recent developments in
genre studies and the work of Altman tends to fall within this category: for example, the
Jancovich articles and Hills’ The Pleasures of Horror. Much recent work on horror,
however, does not consider such developments at all. Reynold Humphries’ The
American Horror Film: An Introduction (2002) offers a typical case-study based account
of the ‘meaning’ of American horror. Russell’s “Monster Roundup”, meanwhile, dismisses
recent developments in genre studies as “a widespread critical indifference to and
suspicion of a working definition of a genre as if a consistent critical vocabulary might be,
somehow, a bad thing”. He notes that such work problematises his own study only to
dismiss it as rendering its adherents “disabled as genre critics” unable to make the
“objectivist” distinctions of his own work.'* However, unfortunately, he never engages

substantially with the critique he notes such developments offer of his own approach.

With particular regard to this thesis, | wish to point out that although classical Hollywood
has been the pre-eminent focus of the new wave of genre studies, little has been written
on the 1930s horror cycle which tackles it with respect to these developments. | discuss

existing contributions to the field, such as Berenstein’s work, in more depth in 1.3.

As | have suggested above, problems of definition, which are often undiscussed, and in
particular the assumption that which films are and are not horror is obvious to all, have
been perennial within horror studies. The issue here is not only this assumption itself but
also frequently the accompanying sense that where horror is located in a film and how it
operates is also obvious and agreed rather than disputed. My thesis shows that even in
the original production, distribution, censorship and reception conditions of the first horror

cycle, various wildly disparate models of horror existed, competed and were struggled
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over — for instance, the SRC'’s definition of horror in a film was not recognised or agreed
on with either local censorship boards, reviewers or consumers — and this gap of
understanding made it very difficult for them to exercise the control they desired over

horror and the cycle.

Some recent developments in genre scholarship have analysed how the traditional
projects of genre studies have been invested in the idea of consensus, agreed definitions
and stable identities for genres, and critiqued why this means so many scholars have
made such broad explanation of an entire genre a p‘riority. In recent years, several major
studies, most prominently Rick Altman’s Film/Genre (1999), James Naremore's More
Than Night: Film Noir in its Contexts (1998) and Steve Neale’s Genre and Hollywood
(1999), in which Neale substantially revises his earlier work on the subject, have argued
convincingly for a revision of previous approaches to the subject. This trend in genre
scholarship has challenged the field to examine the subject in a new way which seeks to
understand genre as less a fixed, transhistorical category than a constant and frequently

contentious historical process.

Altman, Neale, and Naremore in particular have critiqued the essentialism and circular
logic of definitions of genre that rely solely or largely on an essential ‘core’ of generic
identity, which is either reliably transhistorical or which it develops towards and
afterwards declines away from. One of Altman’s most prominent criticisms of traditional
genre studies concerns the prevalence of such essentialism, the assumption
underpinning most genre scholarship that, as he puts it, “genres have clear, stable
identities and borders.” He argues that film history challenges this assumption at every
turn, yet it persists in film genre studies as they are invested in “generic purity”, produce

genres as stable and predictable objects of study.15

By contrast, Altman and others argue that genres are neither objective nor

transhistorical, but “a multi-dimensional phenomenon”'®

, as Neale puts it. Rather than
transhistorical, genres are constantly in historical process. Rather than identified by
consensus, their definitions and territories are constantly disputed by different groups of
genre users with their own interest. One aim of this trend in scholarship has therefore
been to attempt, with some success, to shift discussion of genres away from
transhistorical studies and the examination of films abstracted from context, and towards

examination of the specific sites, historical moments and contexts in which films are
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produced, promoted, mediated, and consumed. In particular, both Neale and Altman
have argued for more attention within studies of classical Hollywood genre to film cycles

and to the flexible and pragmatic way in which studios make use of genre within them."’

Altman provides a particularly full and useful model of this process, which has informed
my own examination of the 1930s horror cycle. The process of genrification, as Altman
calls it, is based upon the founding observation that studios and producers are forward-
looking, predicting and creating trends by constantly revising their ideas of what interests
film consumers according to the most recent film successes and failures.'® Therefore,
fully formed, predictable and stable genres actually work against studios’ economic
interests. Analysis of studios’ genre use reveals, he argues, that they constantly sought
fresh angles and struggled to differentiate their products from those of other studios.
Therefore in both modern and classical Hollywood production, Altman observes, their
“stock-in-trade is the romantic combination of genres, not the classical practice of
generic purity.” Studios also prefer “cycles (which are proprietary) to genres (which are

sharable)”.'®

Genrification begins, in Altman’s model, with a studio’s imitation of its biggest box office
hits, hoping to create a film cycle which will furnish a “successful, easily exploitable
[model] associated with a single studio.”®® So Dracula’s box office success prompted
Universal to immediately commission two new films, Frankenstein and Murders on the
Rue Morgue, which attempted to model and repeat some of the former film’'s success.
New cycles generally associate new material or a new approach with an established type
of film. As | discuss in Chapter Two, the first few films of the horror cycle, including
Dracula, were marketed as a new kind of mystery thriller. Favourable conditions, Altman
argues, cause single-studio cycles to be recognised and imitated throughout the
industry, leading to a cycle becoming a standardised genre. The horror cycle, as | will
argue later in this section, broadly follows this part of Altman’s genrification process, but
with an important difference of timescale — other studios produced horror films almost
immediately after Dracula’s release, for reasons which mean certain conditions must be

added to Altman’s generally logical and convincing single-studio cycle rule.

After a genre has been standardised and becomes industry-wide, Altman argues,
“individual studios have no further economic interest in practising it as such (especially in

their prestige productions); instead, they seek to create new cycles by associating a new
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type of material or approach with an existing genre, thus initiating a new round of

genrification.”?!

While the 1930s horror cycle, as a multi-studio cycle, to some extent
defies this trend, | chart in Chapter Five how it can be seen powerfully at work in horror
from 1939 onwards. The box office success of Son of Frankenstein, and the new horror
censorship conditions it heralded, coupled with a widespread trade perception of horror
as predictable and over-standardised, lead to an impressive fragmentation and
hybridisation of horror with other disparate kinds of films like comedy, historical
melodrama, and musicals, leading, among other developments, to a number of distinct

single-studio cycles.

Crucially, this mode of research asks genre scholars to have different priorities and
methodologies when seeking material. One result of this movement within genre studies
has been to encourage smaller scale historical studies which examine particular contexts
in which genres are used in detail, and attempt to discourage dependence on grand
transhistorical claims which pertain across genres. Scholarship and research in the
former mode requires more attention and sensitivity to ways in which production

material, studio marketing and the trade and mainstream press uses genre terms. This
recovery of the vocabulary used by producers, marketing and consumers is worthwhile, it
is argued, because that of traditional genre criticism is retrospective in nature — imposed
by critics after the fact - and therefore often does not adequately convey the needs and

priorities of genre users at the time.?

Careful examination of where and how this vocabulary was deployed often yields
insights which radically revise what we as film scholars believe about how films were
marketed and consumed at the time of release, and the ways in which genre terms were
used. This is particularly useful because genre vocabulary is not stable and fixed, but
pragmatic, constantly changing through use, and frequently disputed.23 The evidence
this thesis has found supports this contention: particularly the evolution of the term
“horror” during the 1930s cycle, which | particularly treat in Chapter Two, and the

disputes around the term | chart in Chapters Three and Four.

A number of scholars have re-examined individual genres in this spirit. For instance,
James Naremore has made apposite use of contemporary discussion of the 1940s’
thrillers critics now know as film noir, and shown that they were not categorised as such,

or grouped together as such, until post-war French film criticism produced the term.?* In
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a similar vein, Steve Neale has shown how trade press use of the term “melodrama” in
the classical Hollywood period almost never denotes the specific definition used by
critics, associated with discussion of the “women'’s film”. Instead it is a broader, looser

term used to describe various crime, mystery and horror films.?

Another important contention of both Neale and Altman is that genres, and specifically
Hollywood genres, are provisional and multiple, rather than essential. Altman in
particular stresses that even specific cultural moments and sites where genres are
produced and received tend to be the subject of contest and dispute. He asserts that
“genres must be seen as a site of struggle among users” because those different users —
producers, studio marketing, trade and mainstream press, audiences and censors — all
had different, sometimes clashing interests in genre.”® He argues that scholarship on film
genres has tended to elide such disputes in favour of a non-existent consensus. Neale,
however, argues that, although genre cannot be seen as coherent, the critic must
beware of “[collapsing] the distinction between those instances which are relatively

formulaic, relatively predictable, relatively conventional, and those which are not.”?’

Altman and Neale's disagreement upon this point is particularly apparent with regard to
the subject of how classical Hollywood marketing tended to use genre. Neale contends
that one of the purposes of studio marketing was to signal genre in a manner he

characterises as clear and straightforward:

The indication and circulation of what the industry considers to be the generic framework
- or frameworks — most appropriate to the viewing of a film is therefore one of the most
important functions performed by advertising copy, and by posters, stills and trailers ...
posters and trailers often offer verbal generic description — ‘The Greatest War Picture
Ever Made’, ‘The Comedy of the Decade’, ‘The Drama of the Year’, and so on L8

Altman, however, challenges the idea, which he observes to be widespread in genre
scholarship, that studio marketing, especially in classical Hollywood, regularly identifies

films with a single genre in order to sell particular generic pleasures.

He claims that his extensive examination of classical Hollywood marketing has shown it
almost never uses a singular genre terms or appeals to singular genre pleasures.
Instead, studios “invariably” use genre terms in adjective/noun pairs, thus guaranteeing
appeal to both sexes: Western romance, romantic adventure ..."*® Another common

marketing strategy he has observed is even more antithetical to what genre scholars
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have tended to believe: advertising which contains no genre information at all, saying as
little as possible about the film while stressing it would be supremely entertaining.>® The
intention appears to have been to create mystery and interest to as broad an audience
as possible. As | discuss in Chapter Two, one strand (but not all strands) of Dracula's
marketing followed this line, emphasising that it was a “sensationally different” film which
“everyone will soon be talking about”, but carefully avoiding more specific associations.>'
This strategy is particularly understandable for a high-budget prestige film like Dracula,

which a studio would want to market as widely as possible.

1.2.2 Some notes on Altman’s model of genrification

| have drawn upon Altman’s impressive and perceptive model of the multi-stage process
of genre-making (from cycle to genre to cycle) extensively in my analysis of the horror
cycle. However, | have found several details of the horror cycle’s process of genrification
to differ from that which Altman describes. In particular, there is one player in the
classical Hollywood genre-making and genre-using game Altman somewhat neglects:
censorship. It is not my intention here to criticise Altman’s scholarship; in such a broad-
ranging analysis, some under-representation is almost inevitable. The discussion | offer
here of how the particular behaviour of the horror cycle might modify some aspects of
Altman’s genrification model is therefore intended to extend and enrich that model, rather

than to criticise it more broadly.

In this thesis | hope to demonstrate, via the example of the horror cycle, something of the
contributions various censorship bodies made and the disputes they generated and
intervened in within the process of classical Hollywood genre-making. | hope to
demonstrate how a fuller consideration of the role of censorship and cinema

campaigning can add to our understanding of classical Hollywood genre in process.

In this section, | argue that the horror cycle calls for modifications to Aitman’s model on
two fronts. First, | argue that the particular, unique interests and influences of censorship
bodies in genre deserve a fuller consideration. Second, | examine two aspects of horror's

genrification which make it anomalous with respect to Altman’s model, its status as a
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multi-studio cycle and its studio marketing. | argue that horror’s relative controversy as a
cycle and in particular, its place within the censorship discussion can offer at least a

partial explanation for these anomalies.

Altman does briefly and usefully consider the roles censorship might play in genre-
making briefly later on in Film/Genre, although with reference to the post-classical ratings
system in the United Kingdom and USA, and the British 1980s ‘video nasty’ debate. Here
Altman considers how censors might have radically different interests in genre to studios,
and deploy various tools like the ratings system to attempt to exert some control over
genre grouping, “to funnel production into clearly separate categories”.* In a short
discussion of the 1980s ‘video nasty’ controversy, Altman shows how the 1984 Video
Recordings Bill, by introducing compulsory rating of video recordings on sale in the
United Kingdom, refiected the interests of a censorship campaign upon the issue. It
concretised the negative media description ‘video nasty’ by clearly demarcating such
films and regulating the way in which they were distributed, consumed and even read.*
Altman gives as an example Martin Barker's analysis of the British reception of the
American TV film The Day After (1983), conceived as a political social problem film
about the nuclear threat, but consumed in the UK as a horror film after being labelled a
‘video nasty’. Barker and Altman suggest that the ‘video nasty’ genre label, as defined
and promoted by censorship campaigners, invited spectators to appreciate The Day
After's scenes of violence and gruesomeness, but simultaneously drew attention away
from its political message.> Leaving aside the problem of whether or not British
spectators of The Day After would accept this invitation to be less politically engaged, or
might have, like Barker, read ‘video nasties’ in ways which challenged the label, this is a
cogent observation on the interests of censorship in genre, which can be very usefully

developed in reference to 1930s film censorship.

In this thesis, and Chapters Three and Four in particular, | argue that the various bodies
involved in classical Hollywood censorship also constituted a distinct group of genre
users with their own interests, and aim to examine how these bodies constructed and
used horror. In this ‘Censor's Game’, censorship bodies internal, independent and local
analysed and deployed genre and cycle groupings in order to attempt to contain more
strictly kinds of film they judged problematic. Unlike the studios, who were interested in
the proliferation, mixing and continual ‘freshening’ of generic categories and cycles, the

PCA and other censorship bodies wished to delimit and regulate problematic cycles like
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the horror cycle. Censors’ different interests led them to a different method of assessing
generic identity, attributing existing generic labels like horror to a film on the grounds of a
its possession, in their eyes, of certain problematic qualities. They were interested in
applying these labels, as | have said, in order to control problematic kinds of film more
strictly, and their process of definition was sometimes intended to end not in a production

category, but in its opposite, the removal of certain kinds of film from production.

In my analysis of censorship in these chapters | focus on a particular aspect of this
struggle. Instead of exploring how the SRC, PCA or other censorship bodies might have
come up with a different list of horror cycle films from Universal, or Variety, | focus upon
analysing how their construction and definition of horror differed qualitatively from those
of these other groups of genre users. | examine what was at stake in this analysis and
what kind of notion of horror’s affect and effects it produced. Most importantly, | analyse
how this notion competed with both other models of horror, since different censorship
bodies’ constructions of horror differed, and with censorship models of horror differed
even more radically from the ways in which studio marketing and the trade press

discussed horror films.

As | mentioned above, the 1930s horror cycle challenges two aspects of Altman’s model
of genrification. First, while Altman makes a great distinction between the single-studio
cycle and the industry-wide standardised genre as stages of the genrification process,
the 1930s horror cycle was consistently associated with multiple studios. Second, Altman
argues that classical Hollywood marketing tended to underplay genre, and always
associated a film with multiple categories to broaden its appeal. While 1930s horror
marketing frequently advertises two fronts of appeal, most frequently horror/romance, it
also frequently uses horror angles and terms alone. Again, given the breadth of
Altman’s analysis and the territory of classical Hollywood production, some variation in
the way cycles and genre terms develop and fragment should not be surprising.
However, as | will argue, the case of the horror cycle appears to call for specific

consideration of the role of censorship, rather than wholesale revision of Altman’s model.

First, Altman suggests that film genre categories begin with single-studio cycles and
progress to industry-wide, standardised genres. The distinction is for him an important
one since he argues that the process is propelled by the need for studios to distinguish

their products and single-studio cycles offer “successful, easily exploitable models
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associated with a single studio™®

. Once other studios have adopted an in-house cycle,
the standardised genre has reached a “saturation point” which means studios “must
either abandon it, restrict it to ‘B’ productions, or handle it in a new way”. In the latter
strategy, the game begins again, with one or more new studio-specific cycles with new
genre ingredients added.* Although Universal produced and marketed many more
horror films than other studios, the 1930s horror cycle was never single-studio. Even
before the release of Frankenstein confirmed the cycle, other studios had put horror fiims
into production. From the release of Paramount’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde in late 1931,
other studios produced and marketed enough films as part of the horror cycle for it to be

difficult to support any contention that horror was a studio-specific cycle.

The rapidity with which other studios got in on the horror act is explicated somewhat by
various statements in the trade press following the huge box-office success of Dracula
and Frankenstein. Various trade press reviews of Paramount’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
treat it as an entry in a short-lived, multi-studio horror cycle. Motion Picture Herald calls it
“a distinctive contribution to the present cycle of “horror” thrillers which seems to be upon
us.”, while Variety comments that “this time-tested horror tale ... falls into a strong spot

during a popular vogue for this story type.”®

and a third journal notes that "following the
astonishing success of Frankenstein, Hollywood has taken up horror in a big way."* In
February 1932, Motion Picture Herald commented similarly of the low budget

independent feature The Monster Walks:

Action Pictures offers its own contribution to the group of “horror” films now holding the
stage temporarily. [italics mine]40

Comments like these strongly suggest that the horror cycle was expected, like so many
cycles, to be a short-lived fad, whose intensity should be ridden out while it lasted. It
would have made short-term economic sense for a studio to invest in a horror cycle film
or two, especially given the harsh conditions and need for rapid profits the film industry
was experiencing in the early Thirties. If the fashionable horror angle could be prudently
combined with a more proven and studio-specific genre marketing angle, all the better.
For instance, Warner's Doctor X (1932) combined its horror angle with a mystery-thriller

plot and added a fast-talking journalist hero.

Considering the question from another angle, we might ask why marketing and reviewing

drew so many of these follow-up films into the horror cycle, rather than regarding them
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as distinct studio products which might even form part of another cycle originating from
Dracula and Frankenstein? | wish to argue that examining the ways in which horror’'s

marketing is unusual or anomalous can help provide an explanation.

Films in the horror cycle were marketed with much more prominent mention of affective
horror itself as an attraction than Altman suggests was usual for film marketing and
genre. As | have discussed above, Altman has usefully explored how studio publicity
“prefers to imply generic affiliation indirectly, with at least two generic connections

invariably implied.”*'

The lure of horror affect was consistently a key marketing angle for horror cycle films,
and very often used in isolation by a good proportion of a film’'s advertising. For instance,
an examination of the thirty-five suggested tag-lines in the press book for Mad Love
(MGM, 1936) shows that eighteen of them balanced romantic elements with horror in the
manner Altman describes as typical (““THE THING" demanded - love”), while fourteen
offered horror alone (“Dead hands that live, and kill!"), and three de-emphasised genre or
touted Peter Lorre’s American film debut.*? | therefore wish to note the prominence of
horror angles and the fact that they sometimes appear alone, but do not wish to imply
that it was not frequent for horror marketing to combine several angles or emphasise
other genre pleasures, especially romance, as well. For instance, Rhona Berenstein,
whose work | discuss in section 1.3, has perceptively examined the marketing of the
1930s horror cycle to female consumers, and the use of romance angles in horror film

marketing.**

In Chapter Two, sections 2.4 and 2.5, | explore the strategies behind horror marketing
which emphasised horror as a specific and extreme genre pleasure, especially at the
beginning of the cycle, in detail. Selling tips in the press book for Frankenstein advised

n44

“sell it for what it is ... don’t mince words ... don’t be afraid of its punch™” and explained

further elsewhere:

it will have the effect of challenging the nervous ones who will be all the more anxious to
see it and will serve to whet the curiosity of the rest of the Public. Also it will be an honest
means of avoiding any unfavorable reaction from anyone. 5

This kind of marketing angle, as | explore in detail in 2.4 and 2.5, was very common. As |

suggest there, it was part of an ongoing conversation about the horror cycle’s popularity
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which drew its energy from the notion of horror’s active unpopularity with some filmgoers.
Despite both major box-office successes and reliable B-picture profits, discussion of the
horror cycle in marketing, the trade press and especially in the censorship movement is
haunted by the sense that horror film viewing or even the prospect of it repelled a
substantial number of consumers. ‘Warning’ marketing, which emphasised the extreme
emotional experience a film might putatively offer, functioned therefore both to create
‘buzz’ and hyperbole and to circumvent this possible revulsion. As | explore further in
2.5, real local censorship troubles or negative press in the media could apparently aid
this marketing line, and were often perceived by the trade press to result in increased

box office receipts.

‘Warning’ marketing, therefore, drew films more clearly into the horror cycle in the
interests of both pre-empting controversy and profiting from it, but in the longer term
studios were interested in generic change, proliferation and fragmentation. Conversely,
the censorship lobby and its adherents were actively interested in clearly demarcating
problematic content and therefore problematic genre. Marketing which played up horror
angles and extremity therefore also drew the horror cycle further into a problematic
relationship with the censorship lobby in which both parties, while appearing to profit
from each other’s investment in the cycle, had ultimately opposed interests in it which

unsurprisingly led to contestation and struggle.

In summation, | suggest that the horror cycle’s rapid genrification and the more
prominent than usual place of specific horror angles in its marketing can both be
attributed in part to the activity of censorship bodies and anti-horror campaigning, and
the defensive responses these prompted in studio marketing. | explore this conflict

further in Chapters Three and Four.

1.3 Trends and methods in historical accounts of the 1930s cycle

In this section | wish to discuss several particular issues of historiography which affect
my argument in this thesis. The first issue relates to the perspective from which this

thesis and other studies of the cycle approach broader historical issues and how far they
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tend towards either a microhistorical account or a fuller explanation of the horror cycle as
an outgrowth of such broader historical trends. In particular, it takes in a particular
methodological issue, the extent to which such broader explanations can risk eliding or
obscuring struggles and disputes within the period, especially those relating to the
historical details of issues like censorship. The second issue | discuss in this section
relates to recent developments in 1930s censorship scholarship, and the lack of
available work upon the 1930s cycle which considers the cycle’s censorship issues fully
in the light of these developments. With this thesis, | hope to offer such an account. The
third issue | discuss here relates to the methodology by which scholars define the
historical parameters of the 1930s horror cycle, and those of horror as such. This issue
relates particularly to Chapter Two, in which | discuss the emergence and development

of the 1930s horror cycle over the course of 1931.

1.3.1  Top-down v. bottom-up historicising

Studies of the 1930s horror cycle have often tended to contextualise and explain it in
broader historical terms. As my introduction has already mentioned, Tino Balio’s account
in Grand Design situates the horror cycle industrially, emerging primarily as part of
Universal’s strategy for breaking into the first-run market.*® David J. Skal's The Monster
Show expands extensively another, more common historical explanation for 1930s
horror, which sees horror as a cultural product of the Depression and the popular fears

and anxieties it generated.

While both Balio’'s and Skal’s accounts are compelling and well-researched, both are
problematic if taken as offering a comprehensive explanation of 1930s horror.

Horror scholarship, moreover, tends to claim much greater explanatory powers for
Depression culture than for Universal's business strategies. For instance, Rhona
Berenstein’s Attack of the Leading Ladies (1996) concentrates much more on a close
analysis of the films, marketing and reviewing of the cycle, but like many such close
studies makes use of existing broader explanations to give a sense of historical and
cultural context. Berenstein’s comments are fairly typical of the scholarly line that “the
Depression ... fostered a climate in which the destruction of the social fabric by monsters

was greeted by spectators with a sense of familiarity if not relief.”*’ Similarly, Paul Wells,
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in his overview The Horror Genre (2003), explains horror's bursts of popularity through
various cultural crises, argues that the 1930s horror film was “a pertinent and persuasive
model of the darker underbelly of American culture”, and specifically the Depression
hardships ignored by the rest of Hollywood'’s supposedly “escapist and utopian” output.

He sees horror itself as “a history of anxiety in the twentieth century”.*®

| want to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of the ‘Depression horror’ argument
here more fully partly because of its popularity in historical accounts of the cycle, but also
because it offers a direct explanation for a subject which takes up much of this thesis,
horror's mingled popularity and controversy. Since Skal offers the fullest account from
this perspective, | will chiefly deal with his discussion. He understands the horror cycle’s
popularity and controversy as both drawing much of their energy from the Depression,

and sees the cycle as part of its broader effects on American culture and society:

The crack in the fabric of reality known politely as the year A.D. 1931 appeared to many
Americans to be the end of all earthly possibilities. The economic free-fall that had begun
in October 1929 was about to hit bottom. ... A new and controversial kind of
entertainment — the gangster picture — served as a lightning rod for public anger and
cynicism; audiences vicariously took part in adventures outside the law and standards of
fair play that now seemed utterly irrelevant ... But the most lasting and influential
invention of 1931 would be the modern horror film. Monster movies opened up the
possibility of psychic lawlessness; a monster, for Hollywood, was a gangster of the id and
unconscious. Cataclysmic junctures in history usually stir up strong imagery in the
collective mind, and the years following the 1929 crash were no exception.*’

This line of argument is compelling and useful to many scholars of 1930s horror for a
number of reasons beyond Skal’s energetic and full iteration of it. First, it offers
explanations of both horror's controversy and popularity. It facilitates links with other
sensational and controversial film trends of the same period, such as Warner’'s gangster
cycle or the ‘gold-digger’ cycle. It also thereby allows the critic to quickly situate horror's
place in the broader cinema and censorship debate, which as | have discussed in my

Introduction, film historians also often link to the Depression, with a good deal of validity.

Finally, some critics, including Skal and Wells, use this argument to suggest the
relationship of the 1930s horror cycle to a broader theory about the cultural work of the
horror genre. If horror is always responsive or stemming from cultural crises, 1940s
horror can be linked to the Second World War, 1950s horror as a response to the Cold

War, and so on. In fact, within the history of horror studies itself, this school of thought
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probably tracks back to Robin Wood's argument that 1970s American horror was a

response to Vietnam.>

Compelling top-down explanations of trends are useful to the film historian because they
offer ways to link a number of trends together and to further understanding of the film
industry and its products in American culture and society. American cinema did not exist
in a vacuum, and film cycles in particular, being production and marketing trends which
try to anticipate and respond to consumer demand, are clearly not abstracted from wider
cultural trends, controversies and struggles. However, top-down explanations in general
come with certain intrinsic pitfalls and potential drawbacks, of which the scholar
employing them must be wary. In seeking to account for a trend from above as it were,
with reference to greater forces like the Depression, can be reductive and can obscure
elements of texts or genre use which do not conform to the argument the critic wishes to
make, and in particular conflicts, struggles and ambivalence of other kinds. Matt Hills has
perceptively commented that a number of authors take a “theory first, pleasure second”
approach to horror pleasures which seeks to account for horror within a favoured theory,
and further that all too often the theory itself seems to predetermine the answer. Thus
sociological theories uncover horror reproducing and enacting cultural anxieties,
psychoanalytic studies discover a ‘return of the repressed’ (and usually a second
repression following it) and so on.”! | will explore this idea, and Hills’ useful recent work

further in section 1.4.

Skal's account, though admirably detailed and thorough in its use of archival sources,
manages thereby frequently to obscure significant details and disputes in discussions of
the 1930s horror cycle. For example, he cites White Zombie’s promotional tag-line
“Unusual Times Demand Unusual Pictures” and a 1932 Washington Post article,
“Thoughts on Horror Era”, in the same passage in service of his argument that
contemporaries, too, perceived horror cinema'’s connection to the cultural upheavals of
the Depression.’? However, in doing so he neglects the fact that these two sources are
respectively promoting a horror film and writing a piece of anti-horror journalism, and
both use the notion that horror is connected to the Depression strategically, in the
service of that promotion or denigration. As | explore in Chapter Two, the “Unusual
Times Demand Unusual Pictures” line was frequently used in horror marketing and pro-
horror trade press journalism in order to legitimise the pleasures of horror consumption,

as with an article in Dracula’s press book also quoted by Skal in which Tod Browning
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supposedly claimed that “ninety percent of the people are morbid-minded”.** This line is
developed in response to established anti-horror criticism which by contrast treated
those who enjoyed horror in films as a pathologised, neurotic minority whose tastes and
compulsions naturally repelled the ‘normal’ consumer. It is from this standpoint that
Nelson B. Bell, the author of the Washington Post article, “Thoughts on Horror Era”,

writes:

Those neurotic individuals who find an agreeable occupation in following ambulances and
pursuing fire engines, find themselves, at the present moment, the beneficiaries of an era
in motion picture theatres dedicated largely to them and their quaint amusement tastes.™

Bell goes on to warn that the rise of horror therefore tells of an increase in neurosis in the
general public, and especially the poor, who anti-horror and pro-censorship criticism
frequently argued to be particularly psychologically vulnerable consumers. “Many are
without employment ... many lead their lives in a state of constant dread of the disaster
that may overtake them at any minute”. If we examine Bell’s article and the promotion of
White Zombie and Dracula within the context of struggles over the horror cycle, they can
be seen not as disinterested cultural commentary echoing a common understanding of
why horror is popular, but by contrast as propelled by their own interests and in profound

disagreement about the nature of horror’s popularity.

Some more nuanced and careful historical accounts avoid much of this problem of
reductive thinking. At their best, top-down studies can illuminate specific historical
instances by showing ideological and cultural shifts and conflicts at work in them.
Kendall Phillips in Projected Fears (2005) suggests that Stephen Greenblatt’s notion of
historical resonance can be a useful way of asserting horror’s importance to culture
without either explaining it away or making too grand claims for its cultural effects.*
Rhona Berenstein, in Attack of the Leading Ladies, and Mark Jancovich, in Rational
Fears, on 1950s horror, meanwhile, deal with the issue more effectively by stressing
horror films and cycles’ roles in cultural conflicts and struggles, what Berenstein calls
horror's “function as a site of ideological contradiction and negotiation” and Jancovich
describes as “the conflicts between different social groups and their attempt to defend or

increase the cultural value of their specific forms of cultural capital.”*®

My own account, on the other hand, deliberately de-emphasises retrospective

explanations of the cycle’s popularity or controversy. In my Introduction, | do offer some
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context for the horror cycle with respect to the economic situation of the film industry and
America at large in the 1930s, and particularly regarding the wider cinema and
censorship debate, and the rise of Production Code censorship. In Chapters Three, Four
and Five | also argue that broader historical trends in censorship had a generic influence
upon horror production and trends. However, the bulk of my investigation is concerned
with the smaller-scale details of the conflicts and struggles involved in the cycle’s
production, marketing, censorship and reception. | step away from retrospective, top-
down explanations of the cycle in order to examine disputes concerning horror's
pleasures, popularity and controversy not for their validity or support of my own theories
but for the workings of the discourses of horror affect they constructed, for the specific
interests in horror and cinema from which they stemmed, and how those interests were

linked to the claims and arguments they made regarding horror.

1.3.2 The 1930s horror cycle and censorship

One of the aims of Chapters Three and Four of this thesis is to offer a detailed account
of 1930s horror censorship and of horror's place in the 1930s cinema/censorship
controversy. As | will detail in this section, the subject of censorship has not been
explored in any detail by studies of 1930s horror until relatively recently. The availability
of the Production Code Administration’s archives has meant that studies like Skal's The
Monster Show and Berenstein's Aftack of the Leading Ladies have begun to engage with
this material and the potential it offers for a fuller exploration of censorship. However,
over the last decade or so, scholarship on 1930s censorship has been subject to
important developments to which no study of the horror cycle has yet responded.
Classical Hollywood censorship scholarship, meanwhile, has not yet treated horror
censorship in depth despite its peculiarities as a 1930s censorship issue, and the
presence of numerous in-depth studies of post-classical horror censorship, and
particularly upon the 1980s British ‘video nasties’ controversy.®” This section aims to
demonstrate this gap in scholarship. It also argues that filling this gap by bringing the
historv of the 1930s horror cycle into contact with modern censorship scholarship can
enhance our understanding of 1930s horror, and add to the body of knowledge on 1930s

censorship as such.
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In my Introduction, | offered a brief history of the Production Code and of the 1930s
cinema/censorship controversy, in which | mentioned recent scholarly debate over the
significance of the crisis of 1934 which led to the SRC’s transformation into the PCA
under Joseph Breen. For years, much scholarship followed the account of the official
history The Hays Office, which held that under the SRC, the Code was barely
administered at all, and that Breen'’s arrival completely transformed Hollywood cinema.
Accounts such as Robert Sklar's Movie-Made America (1975), and more recently,
Thomas Doherty’s Pre-Code Hollywood, have argued for the existence of a
controversial, even ‘subversive’ pre-Code cinema from 1930 to 1934, and its rapid
demise under the Breen regime. Sklar has referred to the period as a “Golden Age of
Turbulence” which produced ‘transgressive’ films and cycles like Warner's gangster

cycle, | Am a Fugitive From a Chain Gang, Mae West's films and the horror cycle.*®

However, over the last few years, scholars such as Richard Maltby, Lea Jacobs and
Ruth Vasey have prominently and plausibly argued for a revision of this history. These
scholars have debunked the previously established idea of a largely unenforced Code
from 1930 to 1934, followed by protest, a radical overhaul of the Code’s administration,
and from 1934 onwards autocratic censorship under Joseph Breen. Maltby in particular
has pointed out that the accepted version relies too much on PCA'’s own version of
events recorded in The Hays Office, which was motivated by the need to stage the film
industry’s conversion and atonement as a public relations exercise to mollify the
censorship and anti—cinema campaign outside Hollywood.> The PCA and SRC’s own
archives, though, suggest that Breen merely refined the existing policies of the Studio
Relations Committee. Instead, Maltby argues for a gradual and continuous increase in
internal censorship throughout the period: Maltby notes that “cuts made in movies
between 1930 and 1934 show an increasingly rigorous control”, while Jacobs notes that
“Breen did not institute radical shifts in policy ... existing policies were elaborated or
amended”.®° Lea Jacobs and Ruth Vasey take a broadly similar stance to Maltby in
explorations of the ‘fallen woman film’ and Hollywood's international relations,
respectively, in Jacobs’ The Wages of Sin: Censorship and the Fallen Woman Film,
1928-1942 (1991) and Vasey's The World According to Hollywood (1997). Maltby,
Vasey and Jacobs suggest that despite the change of name, it is more accurate to see
the evolution of internal censorship policies as a gradual process which spans both

organisations.
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Most earlier histories of the 1930s horror cycle tended to reduce the issue of censorship
to very brief comments, or to neglect it altogether. For example, Brunas et al in Universal
Horrors restrict comment upon censorship in their detailed production history to a line
regarding “an outright ban on horror movies imposed by the British Commonwealth” in
1936. Meanwhile, the classic accounts of the era in Clarens, An lllustrated History of the
Horror Film, Butler, Horror in the Cinema, and Prawer, Caligari’s Children do not deal
with censorship issues.®' More recent work, in particular Skal's The Monster Show and
Berenstein's Attack of the Leading Ladies, accords more importance to the 1930s horror
cycle’s relationship with censorship, and especially Production Code censorship. Such
work has tended both to rely upon the sense of a ‘pre-Code’ period in the early 1930s
during which the Code was largely unenforced. Skal comments that the Production Code
was “barely enforced” in 1931 but that following the reform of the SRC into the PCA in
1934, “finally the Code had teeth”. Berenstein somewhat more cautiously notes Breen’s
“more enthusiastic” censorship of the Code as compared to Colonel Joy in the early
1930s, and that the PCA “required more in the way of censorship than the SRC”.%?

Skal’'s 1993 account was written prior to most of these developments in the field.
Berenstein, writing several years later, acknowledges Jacobs’ work and regards her
assertions about early 1930s censorship as “compelling”, yet the bulk of her argument
remains oriented towards the idea of a radical tightening of censorship demands with the
SRC'’s reform into the PCA in 1934.%

Existing accounts of the 1930s cycle tend to neglect or over-simplify the process of
internal censorship on another front. Both Skal and Berenstein tend to construct PCA
and SRC censorship as something imposed upon horror producers from above, and
against their interests and that of their (transgressive) cinematic product. Skal's
discussion of the censorship negotiations over The Black Cat, Bride of Frankenstein and
Werewolf of London focuses on the PCA’s “ridiculous” demands, and the wily attempts of
filmmakers to get around these constraints and “[keep their] most subversive material
intact”.** Berenstein’s discussion is somewhat more nuanced, and she notes that “the
industry’s regulation of classic horror cinema was far from straightforward”, but her case
studies of horror censorship, although they usefully chart the place of gender and

sexuality in the PCA’s horror policy, tend to model PCA censorship negotiation in a
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similar way to Skal, somewhat negiecting the process of negotiation through which

censorship was achieved.®

Regarding the PCA in particular as autocratic censors also elides substantial differences
in approach, beliefs, strategies and interests between them and local boards and
independent campaigning. Skal in particular sometimes refers to and quotes all three of
these groups in support of a single point, in a manner that strongly implies their interests,
and views upon horror and film censorship, to be aligned.®® The latter were — as |
discussed in my Introduction - frequently explicitly anti-cinema and opposed to Code

censorship, which they saw (correctly) as pro-cinema and in the pay of the film industry.

The opening of the extensive archives of the PCA and SRC, of which | make substantial
usein Chapters Three and Four, have also allowed scholars to see the extent to which
internal censorship was a process of negotiation between censor and studio, a
relationship which, although it was defined by some differences of position and interest,
usually played out its conflicts in a co-operative and sometimes even creatively
collaborative manner. The censorship studies which | mention all accord much more
significance to the negotiation process than 1930s horror history has done.?” Ruth Vasey
has emphasised the evolving strategy of narrative ambiguity developed by the SRC
under Colonel Jason Joy, designed to allow the presentation of controversial elements
with plausible deniability, while Lea Jacobs comments on the development of this
strategy towards greater ambiguity throughout the 1930s.% These scholars also, again in
contrast to existing work on 1930s horror, do not conflate Production Code censorship
with local censorship and independent campaigning, but instead see the PCA and SRC
as embodying fundamentally different kinds of censorship and as frequently engaged in

struggles for power with them.®

As | mentioned above, most modern scholarship on 1930s censorship, meanwhile, has
not treated the horror cycle in detail. As | will discuss in Chapter Four, a brief but useful
account of a single aspect of 1930s horror censorship, the H certificate and its effect
upon children’s consumption of horror in the United Kingdom, has been offered in the
course of Sarah J Smith’s Children, Cinema and Censorship (2005).”° William Paul also
touches on the subject in his largely post-classical study Laughing Screaming: Modern
Hollywood Horror and Comedy (1994), giving a useful short account of Our Movie Made

Children as an antecedent of some more recent anti-horror criticism.”' The fullest
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account currently available is Stephen Prince’s, in his Classical Hollywood Violence

(2003), which devotes a chapter to “Cruelty, Sadism and the Horror Film”.

However, Prince’s account of horror as a 1930s censorship problem is unsatisfactory on
several fronts. Prince notes, as | do in Chapters Three and Four, that the censorship
problem configured as ‘gruesomeness’ treated horror as a problematic visual instance
like moments of violence. However, his analysis, unlike mine, explicitly treats horror as a
subset of violence.’? Although he acknowledges that many problematic instances of
horror singled out by internal and external censorship were not moments of physical
violence, he subsumes these into his argument by claiming that their problematic
qualities are due to the fact that they show the result of violence. This argument
becomes particularly convoluted when he attempts to explain shots of the Monster’'s
sheet-swathed body in Frankenstein as “[picturing] the results of Frankenstein’s violence
on the corpses he had stolen, as did the numerous close-ups of the creature that were
deleted.”” As well as being somewhat reductive, this leads him to ignore the fact that
local boards and independent campaigners frequently did not see horror as contained
within key, ‘gruesome’ moments but as inherent in a film’s overall tone, plot and subject
matter. | explore in Chapters Three and Four how this gap of understanding fired
controversy over horror and inhibited the SRC and PCA’s attempts to contain it as a

censorship issue.

Prince’s account, despite being very recent, is also subject to the constructions of 1930s
censorship debunked by Maltby et al. His account relies upon the ‘pre-Code’ period, he
treats SRC and PCA censorship negotiation with studios as fundamentally combative
rather than co-operative, and concomitant with this he sees different censorship bodies

as largely consistent in their interests, concerns and analysis.”

Chapters Three and Four of this thesis aim in part to bring modern censorship
scholarship into contact with 1930s horror history. In them re-examine the question of
1930s horror censorship from a perspective informed by these recent developments in
censorship studies. Archival evidence of SRC and PCA correspondence and local
censorship show that the key factor in their success, or otherwise, in dealing with the
horror cycle was not the co-operation or not of horror film producers, but a successful
analysis of horror as a censorship issue. Success in the SRC and PCA'’s terms meant a

successful anticipation of how local boards and independent campaigning identified
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