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Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

Introduction

“A laugh is not to be sneezed at,” declared comedy
film director Ernst Lubitsch (in Crowe 29). It seems
Lubitsch was right; perhaps comedy films, which have
long been popular with audiences, should not be taken
lightly. This project will discuss ideas about the mass
communication of American comedy film, especially of
some of those made from the 1930s through the 1950s.
That is, it will examine different comedy films and
establish some reasons why audiences may have enjoyed
and continue to enjoy them. In addition, this project
should result in a greater understanding of the meanings
of American comedy films, particularly Duck Soup (1933),
It Happened One Night (1934), Bringing Up Baby (1938),
and Some Like It Hot (1959).

Furthermore, this discussion intends to take a
sociological approach by deciphering the messages sent
by comedy films. The study of comedy films and any
meanings that they may have for audiences is interesting
and worthwhile for several reasons. As with other forms
of communication like literature or theater, examining a
film’s subtexts can lead to a better understanding of

the work itself. 1In addition, since a comedy film’s



nuances and secondary meanings may offer enlightenment
into the human condition, viewers may benefit by
recognizing them. A film could suggest behaviors that
may or may not be salutary to society; thus, it seems
important to be an analytical audience member.
Moreover, discerning what message, if any, a film might
attempt to convey can help audience members become more
cognizant viewers without taking away from a film’s
entertainment value. If nothing else, a general
understanding of, for example, the historical events
surrounding a comedy film or the paradoxes used to
create comedy may make the film more humorous for
audiences.

Likewise, this project will note some of the ways
that audiences may relate to comedy motion pictures.
For instance, audiences may vicariously experience the
humorous antics of characters in comedy films, as
anthropologist Mary Douglas believes (in Karnick and
Jenkins 270). At the same time, though, comedy films
may use characters’ actions to encourage audiences to
remain within the boundaries of society (270). Thus,
comedy films may allow a chaotic catharsis while at the
same time reinforce societal ideals; these and other
ideas will be discussed in greater detail in subsequent
chapters.

Throughout history, humorous stories have amused
audiences. While these tales were indeed entertaining,

each one carried a commanding message. Hundreds of



years ago, commedia dell’arte and Elizabethan comedy
theater charmed audiences and may have revealed
important facts about human life. For years, humans
have communicated with similar humorous stories, both
spoken and written, but in the last century, a new type
of comical storytelling emerged in the United States of
America: the comedy motion picture.

From the first black and white flicker on a movie
screen in the early 1900s, comedy motion pictures have
held American audiences’ attention. Motion pictures
seemed to enthrall audiences in a new, larger-than-life
way. Different from spoken tales, books, and even
theatrical performances, comedy films surround audiences
and, for an hour or two, draw them into a world unlike
their own. Comedy motion pictures of the twentieth
century seem to entertain, enlighten, and educate
audiences with comical stories.

According to Graeme Turner, storytelling is a vital
component of the human experience and is “inseparable
from and intrinsic to it” (67). Jerry Palmer notes that
gags can be described as “micronarratives,” or miniature
stories (in Karnick and Jenkins 81-82). Thus, in
addition to making audiences laugh, jokes in comedy
films play the role of storyteller as well. Comedy
films, then, may be similar to fables and myths in that
they may educate as they entertain. With messages
nestled amidst the entertainment, many audiences have

enjoyed comedy films for decades.
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Still, Kristine Brunovska Karnick and Henry Jenkins
note that comedy films often have a “low cultural
status” (266); dramas are often seen as inherently,
inexplicably better and more worthy of study than
comedies. However, it seems to require as much skill to
create comedy as to create drama. Many situations are
inherently dramatic; it seems to take a unique skill to
tweak a situation in such a way as to make it funny. 1In
fact, according to Karnick and Jenkins, comedy is *“a
rich popular tradition consisting of a large number of
films, some accomplished, some ordinary, but all
defining the conventions and thematics of the genre”
(266). Successful comedy films entertain audiences and
may put them at ease; therefore, comedy films may be
particularly effective at communicating with them.

Thus, the communication of comedy films is the focus of

this project.

Types of Comedy

Before continuing this discussion of comedy film
communication, it seems worthwhile to define comedy and
its many forms. A comedy, according to Tim Dirks, is a
“light-hearted drama” (n.pag.). Raymond Durgnat defines
comedy as “drama with a kink” (20). A comedy film,
then, is a motion picture that changes ordinary events

in small or large ways to create circumstances that are



inherently bizarre or unreal and, therefore, humorous.
Comedy films portray skewed, absurd, preposterous
versions of life where nearly anything can and, usually,
does happen. From zany musical numbers in Duck Soup
(1933) to men dressed as women in Some Like It Hot
(1959), comedies tend to use unexpected events to make
audiences laugh.

In addition, comedy is a genre, or category, of
film. Genres, writes Turner, use a variety of
“narrative and representative conventions” to tell a
story (49). These conventions may include methods of
speech, types of costume, and the time period in which
the film is set; audiences familiar with these
conventions use them to more fully understand the film.
Furthermore, the film genre is a literary term that
specifies the organization of a film’s plot and
characters (Turner 37). Still, while comedy is a genre,
all comedies are not the same. A Marx Brothers film
will likely use different plot conventions and carry a
different message than a comedy directed by Billy Wilder
twenty years later. Thus, there are subgenres, or
secondary categories, within the genre of comedy.

Dirks notes several subgenres of comedy, including
slapstick, deadpan, verbal comedy, screwball comedies,
dark comedy, and parody. Slapstick comedy, popularized
by Laurel and Hardy, uses physical comedy to make
viewers laugh. Another type of comedy is deadpan,

according to Dirks, which was perhaps perfected by



Buster Keaton; Keaton made audiences laugh in part by
showing no facial reaction to his comical surroundings.
In addition, verbal comedy, like that of W.C. Fields and
the Marx Brothers, uses innuendoes, double entendres,
puns, and snappy dialogue to make audiences laugh

(n.pag.). Furthermore, screwball comedies like It

Happened One Night (1934), Bringing Up Baby (1938), and
I Was A Male War Bride (1949) follow the humorous
conflicts of a couple. Perhaps the most negative or
sarcastic type of comedy is dark comedy, which focuses
on gloomier subjects that would not be addressed in
traditional, more light-hearted types of comedy.
Finally, parodies or spoofs are comedies that mock more
serious works (Dirks n.pag.).

From slapstick to deadpan to parody, there are many
types of comedies, each with potentially different
messages to communicate and different methods of
communication. While the following films will be
analyzed in greater detail in future chapters, a brief
mention of their general classifications seems
worthwhile. Though some scenes use slapstick comedy,
verbal comedy, and deadpan, Duck Soup (1933) may also be
considered to be a spoof. 1t Happened One Night (1934)

and Bringing Up Baby (1938) are screwball comedies,

though, as will be discussed later on, they are

different in many ways. Some Like It Hot (1959), while
it also uses verbal comedy and deadpan at times, may be

considered a parody (Dick 87). Brief summaries and more




detailed analyses of these films will appear in later
chapters.

In addition to entertaining audiences, comedy films
seem to communicate with viewers. Whether they have a
far-reaching effect on American morals or merely reflect
societal happenings, audiences may become involved in
the entertainment and receive a message. Humorous tales
reveal actualities about human life that audiences may
not have realized before. The next section will offer a
brief overview of ideas about the audience experience

with comedy film.

Audiences’ Connections with Film

Viewing comedy films is certainly a popular
American pastime; witness the sold-out films even in
America’s large, new multiplex theaters. In the early
days of film, many Americans visited movie theaters on a
weekly basis (Turner 95). While other forms of
communication may compete for viewers’ time today, many
Americans still enjoy going to the movies. Whether they
choose to watch American comedy films for fun or to
avoid the tedium of everyday life, audiences seem to
play an active role in films and learn from them as
well.

Some maintain that audience members watch films

simply for entertainment. According to Olga J. Martin,



“Every member of the family, from grandpa and grandma
down to the kindergarten tot, goes to the movies for the
sheer fun he gets out of it” (52). Indeed, many enjoy
the experience of going to the theater, buying popcorn,
and settling into a comfortable seat. However, there
may be other reasons why audiences flock to movie
houses. Films, including comedies, may indeed be
entertaining, but others argue that they give audiences
a reprieve from everyday life.

People may view motion pictures to step into
another world. Pauline Kael writes that viewers “go to
the movies for the various ways they express the
experiences of our lives, and as a means of avoiding and
postponing the pressures we feel” (25). This chance to
avoid reality is another noteworthy part of the appeal
of motion pictures. In addition, Martin notes Theodore
Reh, M.D., of the Bureau d’'Hygiene of Geneva,
Switzerland, who believes in the “social-hygenic effect”
of motion pictures (52). Reh’s studies have shown that
film “is one of the readiest and best methods of
transporting a...jaded man or woman...into an atmosphere
of self-forgetfulness” (in Martin 52).

Likewise, J.P. Mayer suggests that humans see
motion pictures to avoid the apathy and repetitiveness
of their everyday lives (17). Since comedy films intend
to make audiences laugh, viewers may find them
especially appealing. If, as some believe, Americans

watch films to forget their troubles, they might find it



more pleasant to watch and participate in a funny film
than a dramatic, potentially sad motion picture.

To experience motion pictures, audiences often play
active roles in comedy films. Though the experience of
viewing a film may appear passive, audience members play
active roles in comedies by experiencing the emotions of
characters on the screen. By cringing when David,
played by Cary Grant, sees his dinosaur skeleton crash
to the ground in Bringing Up Baby (1934) or laughing
when Pinky, played by Harpo Marx, plunges his feet into
a vendor’s container of lemonade in Duck Soup (1933),
audience members seem to play active roles in comedy
films.

As active participants in the communication of
film, audiences tend not to passively accept what they
see on film (Jarvie 85-86). I.C. Jarvie notes that many
filmgoers are “down-to-earth and skeptical” of the films
they see (86). In fact, according to‘Turner, audiences
must determine the meanings of films for themselves
(49). Thus, in order to more fully understand and
appreciate a comedy film, it is important to have a
general knowledge of comedy films and what they may
suggest.

In addition to the active roles audiences may play
with comedy films, motion pictures are a decidedly
important part of American life. Leo C. Rosten notes
that the film industry has been called “the fifth

estate,” after the first four: the common people,
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nobility, clergy, and printed press. In addition, he
notes the “immense and pervasive” influence of film
(355). “Indirect lighting, modern furniture...those
landmarks of man’s ascent from barbarism, owe much to
the silver screen,” Rosten writes (361). Beyond these
perhaps more insignificant things that films may affect,
Mayer declares that films “exert the most powerful
influence in our lives” (17). While one might argue
that family, church, and television may influence
viewers more than film does, comedy films seem to
clearly communicate with and affect audiences. To be a
more discerning filmgoer, one should be aware of how
comedies communicate, the messages they may send, and
the actions they may evoke.

Comedy films communicate various messages to
audiences in numerous ways. Fundamentally, films may
attempt to explain parts of life to viewers (Turner 68).
Some note that comedy can be moral because it portrays
human frailties, cruel because it shows others’ faults,
or tolerant because it brings laughter instead of
indignation (Durgnat 27). In addition, comedy may
support the status quo or promote new and better
behaviors (Mast The Comic Mind 20). Nonetheless, future
chapters will discuss more specific ideas about messages
that may be communicated through comedy motion pictures,

especially those of some noteworthy comedy films.
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Conclusion

Excellent, timeless comedies have an adept ability
to educate viewers. According to Barry Norman, such
films have “hit upon a universal and eternal truth and
held it up to the light for all to recognise and
examine” (57). Amidst the jokes and pratfalls, comedy
films may teach audiences about life in ways both big
and small. Such films, writes Norman, “have the power
to enchant and entertain one generation after another”
(57). In addition, these films may seem to encourage
certain behaviors, including neighborliness and
skepticism. Through the years, many audience members
have enjoyed comedies and, as will be discussed, may
have learned from them as well.

By breaking the tedium of everyday life with
humorous incongruities, comedy films can communicate
with American audiences on different levels. It is
important to understand deeper meanings of comedy films
because, like literature and theater, comedies may
subtly communicate profound messages and advocate
certain behaviors. Understanding and analyzing these
meanings can enrich the comedy film experience and give
insight into the human condition. The next two chapters
will review sources that provided information beneficial
to this study. The final two chapters will discuss
results and conclusions of this study, respectively. By

focusing on comedy films Duck Soup (1933), It Happened
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One Night (1934), Bringing Up Baby (1938), and Some Like

It Hot (1959), this project is intended to provide a
better understanding of ideas about the audience

experience with American comedy films.
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Chapter II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction

Most studies should not begin with the most complex
information. One cannot run before learning to walk, as
the saying goes. Consequently, this quest to understand
some of the ways that comedy films communicate with,
relate to, and affect audiences uses many different
sources of information. Some offer information about
comedy film plots or individual comedians. Other
sources focus more specifically on comedy film as a
communicator and a mass medium filled with paradoxes.
These details are useful in laying the foundation for
the results and conclusions that will be discussed
further in succeeding chapters. What follows, then, is
a review of sources used to create a better
understanding of the communication of American comedy

film.

Film Categorization

Works that classify, summarize, and analyze films

are useful in this discussion because they supply ideas
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about the popularity and meanings of comedy films.
Learning which comedy films critics consider to be
excellent helps determine which comedy films may
communicate effectively with audiences. Still, there
are many ways to classify films. Some writers select
monumental films from different time periods and attempt
to outline their plots. Others create lists of the
“greatest” films. While such lists are often
subjective, works that classify and summarize films
offer new insight into audience members’ reactions to
comedy films. These reactions help determine how comedy
films communicate with audiences. For this discussion,
then, works that summarize and analyze various comedy
films prove to be quite beneficial.

For example, Leonard J. Leff summarizes and
analyzes films in Film Plots (1983). Leff declares that
film may be “the most elusive” of all narrative media
(vii). Different than a book, films do not allow
viewers to “reread” a chapter; in a theater, where films
show twenty-four frames each second, viewers do not have
the ability to back up if they miss a line of dialogue
(vii). Clearly, literature and film communicate in
different ways; films offer audiences auditory and
environmental experiences that books do not.
Understanding these differences will help clarify the
meanings of comedy film later on.

Adam Garbicz and Jacek Klinowski cover notable

films from 1913 to 1949 in the book Cinema, the Magic
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Vehicle: A Guide to Its Achievement (1975). Among other

films, the authors review Frank Capra‘s film It Happened

One Night (1934), the winner of five Academy Awards in

1934; Garbicz and Klinowski call the film “one of the

best comedies made in the United States” in part because

it is “sophisticated” and “sympathetic” (225). This

book offers interesting perspectives about comedy films

that may have effectively communicated with audiences.
Other sources show that viewers do remember

specific details about the films that they see. In The

247 Best Movie Scenes in Film History (1992), Sanford
Levine notes specific motion picture scenes, including
the famous “mirror scene” from Duck Soup (1933) (121).
Variety Comedy Films (1992), edited by Julian Brown,
contains synopses and reviews of over 300 English-
language comedy films; the book points out many famous
scenes from noteworthy comedies. Since viewers seem to
remember the scenes and jokes from comedy films they
see, they may receive additional messages from them as
well.

Barry Norman compiled a selection of what he dubbed
“the 100 best films of the century” in the aptly-named
book, The 100 Best Films of the Century (1993) (xi).
Norman notes that he found it difficult to narrow his
list down to 100; in fact, he writes that if he were to
make the list ten years later, it would be different
(64). “Like everything else,” Norman writes, “the

cinema has its vintage and its nonvintage years but
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there is a constant flow...of potential classics” (64).
Included in his list of the 100 best films of the 1900s
are several comedies. He considers Bringing Up Baby
(1938), Duck Soup (1933), Some Like It Hot (1959), and
It Happened One Night (1934), among others, to be among
the best films of the century (ix-x). By noting the
films on these lists, one can gauge the “staying power”
of comedy films. Comedy films that were popular in the
1930s may or may not be humorous today; if they are on
these lists, though, they may be considered classic
films that are able to communicate effectively with
audiences today.

In 1998, the American Film Institute released its
list of the 100 best American films. Comedies, while
often overlooked by critics, were represented, although
in relatively small numbers. The comedies Some Like It
Hot (1959), Duck Soup (1933), It Happened One Night

(1934), and Bringing Up Baby (1938) appeared on the list
(Newsweek 17-19); this suggests that some comedies are

viewed as excellent films. This list, too, may show
which comedy films have remained funny over the years.
Understanding which films amused audiences past and
present may establish which films may have the most
impact upon audiences and may be, therefore, especially
worthy of study in future chapters.

Such selections of films are rather subjective; a
list of “best films” will include some films that others

dislike and will exclude some films that others prefer.
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Still, these lists show which films have had and may
continue to have an excellent rapport with audiences.
In fact, after reviewing these sources, it seems that
Duck Soup (1933), It Happened One Night (1934), Bringing
Up Baby (1938), and Some Like It Hot (1959) are four

comedies worth focusing on in later chapters. In order

to more fully understand the communications of comedy
films, though, it is beneficial to study sources that
refer to the ways that films, including comedies, relate
to audiences. These sources will be discussed in the

next section.

Ways Comedy Films May Relate To Viewers

In Some Like It Hot (1959), a forlorn Sugar Kane,
played by Marilyn Monroe, asks why she always gets “the
fuzzy end of the lollipop.” By questioning the bad
things in her life, Sugar seems to immediately and
effectively relate to the film’s audiences. After all,
most people have probably wondered the same thing at one
time or another. Films in general and comedy films in
particular relate to audiences in many ways. The
sources that will be discussed in this section note the
ways that films, including comedies, relate to
audiences.

In Cinema and the Invention of Modern Life (1995),
a collection of essays, editors Leo Charney and Vanessa

R. Schwartz note that film is distinctly different from
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theater and literature (10). When this theory is
applied to comedy film communication, it appears that
comedy film, too, is unique from comedy theater or
humorous literature; the environment, conventions, and
languages are usually quite different. Thus, as will be
discussed in subsequent chapters, comedy films have a
distinct relationship with American audiences. The
essays included in Charney and Schwartz’s book intend to
encourage readers to regard film as “a common
denominator bridging the nineteenth, twentieth, and
(potentially) twenty-first centuries” (10-11). Because
film does link historical periods, it seems worthwhile
to understand the relationships between audiences and
comedy films.

J.P. Mayer’s Sociology of Film (1946) also notes

inherent differences between film and theater that
clarify the unique ways that comedy films relate to
audiences. During his discussion of Elizabethan theater
and today’s film, for example, Mayer notes that while
theater and film have many similarities (like the use of
similar characters or basic plots), motion picture
theaters are available nearly everywhere, while people
of Elizabethan England had to travel to the few theaters
that existed (45). Clearly, today’s films have a far-
reaching influence that Elizabethan theater lacked.
Because of these different methods of communication,
comedy films may have unique meanings for audiences.

I.C. Jarvie discusses the relationships of motion
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pictures to audiences in the book Movies and Society

(1970). Jarvie profiles film audiences, noting that
audiences are unstructured groups that play active,
rather than passive, roles in motion pictures (89 and
85, respectively). In addition, audiences may
experience a sort of catharsis during films (124).
Jarvie also notes that films are inherently incapable of
accurately portraying reality, in part because films
contain a beginning, middle, and end, while reality does
not (127). This idea that films cannot mirror reality
for audiences will be important during the later
discussion of comedy films’ paradoxes. Because
audiences’ roles are specific and sometimes
misunderstood by others, Jarvie’s descriptions of film
audiences can be applied to this discussion of comedy
film as well; understanding the nature of film audiences
may help determine how comedy films relate to them.

Gerald Mast’s The Comic Mind: Comedy and the Movies

(1973) also discusses some of the ways that comedies
relate to audiences. Comedies, according to Mast, tend
to have two main messages. First, a comedy film may
support cultural principles by insisting that a
character obey the mores of society. On the other hand,
a comedy film may suggest that a character’s
unconventional actions and beliefs are better than those
of society (The Comic Mind 20). These theories may
explain some of the messages comedy films may send to

audiences and will be applied to several notable comedy
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films in the last chapters of this project.

In the American Film Institute-affiliated book
Film: The Democratic Art (1976), author Garth Jowett
notes that during World War II, motion pictures were
vitally important to audiences. In addition, films
“were an important social influence” for concerned
Americans looking for information about the world (301).
Films like, presumably, the screwball comedy I Was A
Male War Bride (1949) may have especially appealed to
these audiences if they were looking to motion pictures
for information. Learning about audiences’ reactions to
films of the 1940s may help explain those audiences’
experiences with other comedy films as well.

In America in the Dark: Hollywood and the Gift of
Unreality (1977), author David Thomson discusses, among
other things, audiences’ roles with films. He notes
differences between film audiences and theater
audiences, from the way viewers sit to the messages they
may receive (97). Clearly, this information is
beneficial to this project; to make conclusions about
comedy film’s communication with audiences, one should
understand the uniqueness of film audiences.

Film as Social Practice (1993), by Graeme Turner,
discusses many different ways that film and society may
be connected. Turner explains that an interpretation of
the “cultural signs and meanings” of film cannot be
definite or complete (179). It seems as though it is

difficult to objectively study film. “We can never
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understand the whole cultural system and still be
contained within it,” he writes. *“We can never step
outside it and still understand its workings” (179).
Thus, a study of comedy film may be affected by personal
experiences and the very society one lives in.
Consequently, as this discussion progresses, one should
remember that the conclusions in it, though researched
and supported, are subjective, nonetheless.

In I Lost it at the Movies (1954), Pauline Kael
discusses, among other things, audiences’ relationships
with films. She disagrees with a motion picture being
called “cinema.” “Movies are going to pieces; they’re
disintegrating, and the something called cinema is not
movies raised to an art but rather movies diminished,”
Kael writes (22). She does not want films to be
appreciated only by critics (23). Her idea that films
are to be enjoyed, not overanalyzed, is worth
remembering as well. Hopefully, this project will
discuss the value and possible meanings of comedy films
without disregarding the joy they may bring to

audiences.

Ways Comedy Films May Affect Audiences

It Happened One Night (1934) was popular with

audiences in 1934, but many undershirt makers were not

impressed. In one scene, Peter Warne, played by Clark
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Gable, removes his shirt, revealing a bare chest and
causing undershirt sales to plummet. As Garbicz and
Klinowski write, “Thus is the power of the movies!”
(225-226). Clearly, comedy films may affect audiences
in many ways. This section will discuss pertinent
sources that note the effect of comedy films upon
audiences’ habits and beliefs; since a purpose of this
discussion is to investigate how comedy films affect
audiences, these sources are very beneficial. Before
one can explore the ways that comedies of the 1930s
through 1950s have affected audiences, though, one
should study the first comedy motion pictures: silent
comedy shorts.

In The Silent Clowns (1974), Walter Kerr discusses
early silent comedy films. Kerr notes that some motion
picture viewers did not enjoy the advent of sound films.
Kerr writes that audiences realized that the experience
of viewing silent comedy films “was unique” (9).
Subsequent chapters will not concentrate on silent
films, as the purpose of this project is to discover the
ways that comedy films of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s
may relate to audiences. However, later comedies grew
out of silent comedy, so silent comedy is clearly worth
mentioning.

Classical Hollywood Comedy (1995), a compilation of
essays edited by Kristine Brunovska Karnick and Henry
Jenkins, discusses different aspects of classic comedy

films. One especially noteworthy idea is Karnick and
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Jenkins’ assertion that comedies may contain “a search

for a universal humanity” (265). Duck Soup (1933), It
Happened One Night (1934), Bringing Up Baby (1938), and

Some Like It Hot (1959) may communicate well with

audiences in part because they may show a quest for the
common good.

Another collection of essays is Movie Comedy
(1977), a publication connected with the National
Society of Film Critics and edited by Stuart Byron and
Elisabeth Weis. The book discusses the comic film
techniques of “spoofing” and “social satire” and focuses

on specific comedy films like Bringing Up Baby (193R)

and Some Like It Hot (1959) (viii-ix). Additional

information about these two books that further shows
their relevance to this discussion will be discussed in
the following chapter, which is a specific review of
literature.

Noted film critic Leonard Maltin comments on comedy

films in the book The Great Movie Comedians (1978). 1In

it, he profiles some of those he considers to be the
best actors in comedy films. First, though, he notes
that comedians have “a rare and precious gift” in the
ability to cause audiences to laugh (vii). Maltin’s
writing, including his idea about the rarity and value
of talented comedians offers insight about how comedic
actors may relate to and, consequently, affect

audiences.

In The Crazy Mirror: Hollywood Comedy and the
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American Image (1970), author Raymond Durgnat notes that
comedies contain “little looping-the-loops of surprise”
and “convulsions of incongruous surprise” that
communicate effectively with audiences, in part, by
grabbing their attention (20). However, comedies still
address issues that, if handled in a different way,
could make audiences cry as easily as laugh (26). Thus,
though comedies tend to be light-hearted, they can
affect audiences as profoundly as dramas can.

Screwball: Hollywood’s Madcap Romantic Comedie:

in

(1989) by Ed Sikov also provides information that
clarifies the relationship of these comedies to
audiences. The ideas of screwball pain, cash, and
deceit work together to create films that, according to
Molly Haskell, “can sustain the most paradoxical
analyses without ever ceasing to be great fun” (Sikov
13). This mention of comedic paradoxes is noteworthy as
well; later chapters will discuss the catharsis that
comedy films provide for viewers. Many audiences
delight in these funny incongruities and receive
messages at the same time. Sikov’s book offers more
proof of motion picture audiences’ connection to comedy
films.

Olga J. Martin’s Hollywood’'s Movie Commandments
(1937) discusses many things, including the actions that
certain organizations have taken to avoid films that
they felt could be detrimental to society. In addition

to mentioning the “moral crusade” of 1934, which
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encouraged “clean movies,” (6l), Martin’s book includes
“The Motion Picture Production Code of 1930,” which
sought to provide “correct entertainment” (Martin 271).
Clearly, outside factors have influenced film; still,
many agree that motion pictures have offered and
continue to offer audiences a way to avoid the drudgery
of everyday life. Just as the historical events
occurring when a film is made can alter a comedy film’s
content, these agencies may be influential as well.
Thus, to more fully understand the ways that comedy film
may affect audiences, one should understand the ways
that motion pictures themselves may have been
influenced.

In A Generation of Motion Pictures (1978), author
William H. Short notes the power of film, including
comedy film. Early on, Short states that experts have
proven that, with the possible exception of home life,
film is “the greatest existing force in the molding and
influencing of thought and public opinion” (10). In
addition, he devotes a portion of the book to the Hays
administration, an organization designed to, among other
things, “establish and maintain the highest possible
moral and artistic standards of motion picture
production” (332). While it is not the focus of this
discussion, a general understanding of such
organizations may clarify the various messages that
comedy films may have sent and continue to send to

audiences.
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In Hollywood: The Movie Colony The Movie Makers

(1970), Leo C. Rosten discusses various ways that film
has affected American audiences. He notes the many
changes in society since films became popular in
America. For example, Rosten notes that the film
industry reinforces already-held beliefs through the
“overpowering repetitiveness” of films (360). Comedy
films may use this repetitiveness to influence ideas,
or, as future chapters will show, use new ideas to
affect audiences. This source helps clarify the ways
that audiences and comedy motion pictures may be
connected.

Various Internet and magazine articles were helpful
in this study as well. Tim Dirks’ Internet article
Comedy Films (1996) offers a useful discussion of the
major forms of comedy films, including slapstick,
screwball, and parody (n.pag.). Realizing that there
are different types of comedy films suggests that they
may communicate different things. In addition, in an
article for Newsweek magazine in 1998, filmmaker Cameron
Crowe writes about comedies that “leave ‘em laughing”
(23). In the article, Crowe notes the merit of the
“small, quiet moments of comedy” (23-24). This source
offers proof that comedy films are valuable, too.
Within these great comedy films, though, exist
exceptional comedic actors and directors who also give
comedy films meaning; numerous books that comment on

their films offer useful information about the different
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roles that comedy films may take.

Filmmakers'’' Communication With Audiences

In addition to the information already mentioned,
numerous works about individual comic actors and
directors offer information useful in this study.
Certainly, a discussion of comedy film would not be
complete without references to the industry’s
influential comedians; comedic actors and directors are
connected to comedy films’ communications. The works in
this section are noteworthy because they offer
interesting commentaries about comedic filmmakers.
Learning about comedic actors and directors makes it
easier to decipher the meanings of their comedy.films.
Without this information, any discussion of the
communications of comedy film would be incomplete. From
early comic genius Buster Keaton to comic director
Howard Hawks, many sources discuss comedy filmmakers.

Films directed by Billy Wilder have often been
well-received by audiences; thus, two books about
Wilder’s career offer opportunities to learn more about
the ways that films he directed may relate to audiences.
Bernard F. Dick’s Billy Wilder (1996) discusses the
films of the director, including the comedy film, Some
Like It Hot (1959). Specifically, Dick’s idea that Some
Like It Hot (1959) contains “a sense of humanity and an



28

attitude of compassion” may help explain the film’s
appeal and meaning (87). Realizing that this film may
be empathetic suggests that it may have a compassionate
meaning for audiences. In addition, the book, The Film
Career of Billy Wilder (1977), by Steve Seidman,
includes, for example, the idea that Wilder’s films
portray society in either “closed” or “accessible” ways
(27). Understanding whether a film has an open or
closed theme also suggests ideas about that film’s
meaning. While many works concentrate on Wilder’s work,
others have focused on the work of Hawks, who directed
many screwball comedies.

Donald C. Willis’ book The Films of Howard Hawks

(1975) discusses many of Hawks’ films, but it is Hawks’
comedy films that are of interest in this discussion.

In the book, Willis notes Bringing Up Baby (1938), which
he calls a “great” film (8). In addition, rather than
being about “the lure of irresponsibility,” for example,
Willis suggests that Bringing up Baby (1938) is “just
about Katharine Hepburn, Cary Grant, and some other
memorable screwballs” (3). Other sources suggest that
the film has a deeper meaning, though.

Comedies tend to use paradoxes or incongruities to
make audiences laugh. In Howard Hawks, Storyteller
(1982), author Mast discusses the value of Hawks’ films.
He notes that “Hawks fills his films with perceptive

cultural paradoxes” (Howard Hawks, Storyteller 365).

These paradoxes, perhaps including a wealthy heiress
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casually handling a pet leopard in Bringing Up Baby
(1938), make audiences laugh and may, as will be

discussed, teach them something as well. In an article

for Movie Reader magazine in 1972, V.F. Perkins comments
on Hawks’ work and declares that “Hawks’ achievement is

to create a world in which the abnormal is the norm and

where, in consequence, the rational seems outrageous”

(Howard Hawks, Storyteller 57). Audiences seem to enjoy

comedy films’ worlds full of incongruities.

In Visions of Yesterday (1973), author Jeffrey

Richards devotes sections of the book to the comedy
films of Frank Capra and Leo McCarey. Both men directed
films that Richards classifies as “populist” in nature

(254). Capra directed 1t Happened One Night (1934);

McCarey directed Duck Soup (1933). Both films seem to
use comedy to make statements about populism, or the
search for “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness”.
Capra, for example “enshrines the ideals of populism in
its heyday,” while “McCarey represents populism in its
decline” (254-255). In addition to the numerous books
written about specific directors of comedy films, many
have written books about comedic actors, from the silent
comedian Keaton to later star Lucille Ball.

My Wonderful World of Slapstick (1960) is Keaton's
own account (with writer Charles Samuels) of his career.
For example, Keaton explains how, when audiences laughed
when he did not react happily to his surroundings, he

developed his trademark “deadpan” style of comedy (13).
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This book is useful in this discussion because it
provides the personal, first-hand stories of one of the
silent screen’s biggest stars. Keaton’s book helps
explain what audiences find funny; this information can
be applied to the study of comedy films in subsequent
chapters. Keaton, however, is not the only early comedy
star who has been featured in film literature.

Wes D. Gehring discusses Chaplin’s appeal in
Charlie Chaplin’s World (1980). He begins by
analyzing the role of Chaplin’s “tramp” character in
American humor, noting that nearly all of Chaplin’s
comedy uses “incongruity” (39). These inconsistencies
or paradoxes, like the idea of Chaplin’s tramp becoming
a gold miner in The Gold Rush (1925), appear in many
comedy films; unusual events often make audiences laugh.
Also, Gehring hopes that his work will help comedy films
to be considered equal with “‘more serious’ arts” (50).
As will be discussed in subsequent chapters, audiences
learn from and enjoy comedy films and their
incongruities.

While there are hundreds of comedic actors who
could be mentioned in this discussion, as will be
discussed in the next chapter, many consider Chaplin and
Keaton to be clowns, while W.C. Fields is seen as a
comedian. In The Art of W.C. Fields (1967), William K.
Everson discusses Fields, who he calls “the funniest
natural comedian of them all” (232). Throughout the

book, Everson discusses Fields’ motion pictures and what
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he believes made them excellent comedy pieces. Ronald
J. Fields discusses his paternal grandfather in the book

W.C. Fields: A Life on Film (1984). The author

completed the book “not only to discuss the facts of
Fields’ films...but also to help you understand the man
and his art” (8). Understanding Fields’ comedy may make
it easier to understand other comedy films and, in turn,
their effects upon audiences. While Fields may be known
for his distinctive face and snappy dialogue, comedian
Lucille Ball’s red hair and hilarious facial expressions
may be her trademarks.

Ball is perhaps best-known for her long-running
role as Lucy Ricardo on the CBS television comedy I Love
Lucy (1951-1957). However, Ball was also an
accomplished radio and screen comedian. In her
autobiography, Love, Lucy (1996), Ball (with Betty
Hannah Hoffman) discusses her work in the comedy films
The Fuller Brush Girl (1950) and The Long, Long Trailer
(1954), among others. Her book details some of the
struggles she faced trying to make audiences laugh.
Thus, Ball’s descriptions of her comedy offer ideas
about the making of comedy and, consequently, the
meanings of comedy that will be explored in future
chapters. Ball is yet another one of the many comedians
whose influence upon American comedy film and, in turn,
American audiences has been recorded in books and

articles.
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Conclusion

Countless books have been written about film study;
many of them offer insightful information about comedy
film’s communication with audiences. Whether in the
form of a comedian’s own account of creating comedy or
critics’ ideas about the roles audiences play in the
comedy film experience, this chapter discussed many
useful resources. Indeed, the works mentioned in this
chapter offer remarkable contributions to this
discussion, which is designed to unearth the meanings
comedy films may have for audiences.

The following chapters will discuss ideas about the
ways comedy films, especially those of the 1930s through
the 1950s, communicate with audiences. In many ways,
comedy films act as a catharsis for viewers. Comedy
films also allow viewers to vicariously experience
silly, incongruous events. In addition, comedy films
may use subtle or obvious methods to influence
audiences’ beliefs and behaviors. This project will
also discuss notable comedy films and what meanings they
have offered audiences past and present. As a whole,
this project intends to discover and define the audience
experience with comedy films. While this chapter
contains a general review of literature, the following

chapter will focus on two works that proved to be




especially influential in this discussion of the mass

communication of American comedy film.

33




34

Chapter III
SELECTIVE REVIEW AND EVALUATION OF RESEARCH

Introduction

Numerous books, essays, and articles have been
written about the study of film. Many works contain
information that is extremely useful in this discussion
of American comedy film as mass communication. Among
these are numerous sources that offer pertinent,
applicable information about different aspects of
comedy film and the relationship of comedy film to
American society. Two books in particular contain
noteworthy ideas about what makes audiences laugh, why
they laugh, and what messages audiences may receive
from comedy films. This chapter will discuss those two
sources in greater detail.

Classical Hollywood Comedy, edited by Kristine
Brunovska Karnick and Henry Jenkins, and Movie Comedy,
edited by Stuart Byron and Elisabeth Weis, are two
works that contributed greatly to this composition.
Both books discuss, among other subjects, ideas about
some of the theories of comedy used in film and the
communications of such films. This chapter will
discuss these two books and some of the noteworthy
details they contain; in addition to the ones mentioned

in the previous chapter, these two books proved to be




influential in this discussion of audiences’

experiences with comedy film.

Discussion of Classicgl Hollywood Comedy

Classical Hollywood Comedy, edited by Karnick and

Jenkins, contains a variety of interesting essays on
various aspects of comedy film. The book contains
information on comedy theory; it discusses, for
example, different methods that performers and
directors use to evoke laughter from audiences. It
also discusses the communications of comedy films,
including the relationship between comedy motion
pictures and society. While there may be no clear
rules on what is funny or what significance comedy
films may have, the book seeks to explain and analyze
the comic techniques and messages of many American
comedy films. In addition to expressing ideas about
various aspects of comedy theory, it also discusses
messages and communications of comedy film, offering
in-depth discussions of some of the roles that comedy
film plays in American life.

Comedy films have been, and continue to be,
popular with American audiences. From early silent
comedy shorts to today’s feature length parodies and
romantic comedies, comedy films are many viewers’

motion pictures of choice. Furthermore, some maintain
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that comedy films may be “completely intertwined with a
broad range of social, economic and cultural practices”
(267). If these motion pictures do relate well to
viewers, then comedy films should be recognized as an
influential part of life, rather than merely an
entertaining distraction. Still, many different comedy
theories and principles attempt to explain the way
successful comedies work.

In its earliest stages, silent American comedy
films consisted primarily of sight gags, according to
Karnick and Jenkins. These gags, which can be as
simple as slipping on a banana peel or much, much more
complex “are at once elements of visual spectacle and
rudimentary narratives” (65). This style of comedy,
called the “cinema of attractions,” uses fragmented
scenes to make audiences laugh (64). As gags grew in
popularity, they expanded from an actor’s momentary
glance at the camera, for example, to what Kevin
Sweeney calls “triparte disruptive gags” (in Karnick
and Jenkins 81).

These types of jokes contain three parts,
according to Sweeney. They begin with the actor
showing a rule of human behavior. In the next scene,
circumstances stretch the rule. In the final scene or
the punch line of the gag, the rule “is exploded with
comic results” (in Karnick and Jenkins 81). This
comedic theory is apparent in everyday life; many jokes

consist of three sections, each becoming progressively




37

more amusing until the punch line, which goes beyond
the rules set up earlier in the joke.
While these kinds of jokes have appeared in many
films, notable examples appear in Duck Soup (1933) and
Some Like It Hot (1959) as well. 1In Duck Soup (1933),
Chicolini, played by Chico Marx, and Pinky, played by
Harpo Marx, enter a room and hear what sounds like a
telephone ringing. Pinky goes to a desk in the room
and picks up two telephones, one at a time; the ringing
continues. Then he picks up both telephones at the
same time, holding one to each ear. Finally, he ‘
reveals the source of the noise; he pulls a buzzing
alarm clock from his pocket. ‘

Another three-part joke appears in Some Like It

Hot (1959), when musicians Joe, played by Tony Curtis,
and Jerry, played by Jack Lemmon, attempt to join a
band that, unbeknownst to them, is for women only.
They hear the requirements for band members; they say
that they could pass for being under 25 and could
bleach their hair blonde. When they hear that they
must be women, Jerry says, “We could--.” Joe
interrupts with, “No we couldn’t.” These perspectives
on the comedy theory of gags lend insight into the
world of comedy, comedians, and clowns.

In one of their essays included in the book,
Karnick and Jenkins note the differences in comedy
theory used by comedians and clowns, two major types of

comic actors. Clowns can be defined as characters who
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resist prevailing social norms to create comedy;
comedians, on the other hand, may be described as

characters who advocate acquiescence to societal

behaviors (156). The comedy of clowns like the Marx
Brothers in Duck Soup (1933), for example, lies in the

calamities that occur as a result of the actors’
attempts to avoid their restrictions. On the other
hand, comedians like, presumably, Cary Grant in
Bringing Up Baby (1938), create comedy from the
problems that they cause while trying to fit into
society. Clowns have trouble trying to escape society,
while comedians cause trouble trying to be a part of it
(156). While differences between comedians and clowns
are noteworthy, there are other differences between
comic actors as well.

Karnick and Jenkins also note that female
comedians use different comic techniques than male
comedians tend to. Comedians like Mae West, Charlotte
Greenwood, Carmen Miranda, and Lucille Ball use some of
the same methods of comic performance as their male
counterparts; still, they incorporate their own unique
mannerisms as well. Female comedians tend to use
comedy that often scorns “the traditional construction
of femininity” (159). That is, female comedians may
amuse audiences by acting in ways that are contrary to
traditional ideas about women. These comedians,
according to Karnick and Jenkins, often play roles that

mock ideals about beauty and domestic or passive
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behavior (159). For example, witness Greenwood

literally kicking up her heels in the musical comedy

Springtime in the Rockies (1942) or Ball falling into a

mud puddle in The Long, Long Trailer (1954). Audiences
may have found it funny when Ellie, played by Claudette

Colbert, dunks doughnuts and, later, reclines on a
roadside railing in It Happened One Night (1934), in
part, because one might not expect a demure heiress to
do such things. Thus, women may use methods of comedy
that are unique, often in screwball comedies.

Screwball comedies, according to Karnick, are
funny because they contain a paradox. Though actions
in the film may seem inconsistent with everyday life,
audiences familiar with the “highly structured and
formulaic narrative” of such films tend to expect these
differences (80). That is, the humor in romantic
comedy films arises from the irreconcilable differences
between many opposed events. The next chapters will
discuss comedy paradoxes or incongruities and their
meanings in more detail. Karnick also writes that most
films rely on audiences to follow the normal, on-screen
circumstances that occur within an established
environment; comedy films, though, create a temporary
pause in that normalcy (80). Thus, romantic comedy
films do not create humor from an on-going string of
pratfalls. *“Rather,” according to Karnick, “the
incongruous nature of humor arises from unexpected

shifts away from narrative logic and continuity” (80).




