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Hollywood Censors History

David Eldridge
University of Hull

In 1952, during the production of a costume drarbaua the childhood of
Elizabeth |, the director of the Production CodemAuistration in Hollywood
wrote to the head of MGM. This was standard pcacfior any film made
between 1934 and 1968, with the PCA vetting evernyps before it went in
production and suggesting changes. The provissbi@ode required every detail
to be checked against a list of articles, whichtestawhat was and was not
considered morally acceptable in American cinemhis time Joseph Breen took
the producers ol¥oung Besgo task on just one particular point, asking for a
rewrite of the characterisation of King Henry VIIThe basis for this demand,
delivered without any sense of irony, was that Kenfattitude towards marriage
and divorce” was found to have been “objectiondlipant”!*

Every time | present this piece of evidence at emrices or seminars, it raises a
good laugh. But why? Perhaps because it sugtyestievels of philistinism that
historians and other intellectuals often assumenraatically when thinking about
classical Hollywood. First, that the ‘censors’toe PCA were puritanical and
humourless, evident in that they held Henry's ffippy to be “objectionable” not
because it offended the facts of history, but beeai offended their moral
sensibilities and the standards of decency of 19B@%erica. Second, it also
seems laughable that the PCA would rail againgereatype of Henry VIII that
we all know from popular culture, including the new — the comically
monstrous womaniser, casually chopping his wayutiinoa variety of wives; the
objection has such an air of futility about it whemeasured against our
expectations of the conventional Hollywood treattraristory.

The two aspects are interlinked, if it is also assd that in order to meet the
demands of the PCA, flmmakers were commonly cofagdeb deviate from the
known facts of history. As drawn up in 1930, thed€ made only one mention of
history. Article 10, of the twelve article documedeclared that “the history of
all nations...shall be represented fairfy. The use of the term ‘fairly’, rather than
‘accurately’, was quite deliberate — reflecting fhet that the whole purpose of
the Code was not to censor filrpsr se but rather to enable the production of
movies which would avoid giving offence. The camcever ‘fair’ representation
of history was intended to make certain that Hodge's movies would be
accepted by international audiences (and passethdycensor boards of the
countries in question). This simply complementeel function of the rest of the
Code’s provisions, designed to ensure films werss@a by America’s local
censorship boards with as few cuts as possible veer®@ not condemned as
‘immoral’ or ‘obscene’ by the watchdogs of the Ma@l Catholic Legion of
Decency. As Joseph Breen’s successor, Geoffregidghy put it, the goal was to
“protect the industry from being harmed by outragéivers.®? Thus, prior to
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production, every screenplay was submitted to PGalyats who then worked
with the filmmakers to ensure that the eventuah fitvoided all potentially
censorable items — such as sexual indecency, nua#yerence towards law or
religion. A script would be returned for rewritdsthe PCA felt that it might

“lower the moral standards of those who see it,'ifdhe screenplay left “the
question of right or wrong in any doublt.” Aimed at actually facilitating

production, it did however seriously circumscrilbe tvays in which filmmakers
could depict the real world and real human behavioAs Breen stated quite
bluntly, when compelled to assert his position wgiWorld War 11, “the function

of the Code” was only “to be moral,” “not to creatathenticity or realism>”

Of course, the issue of lack of realism and autb#gynthas long been at the heart
of criticism and dismissal of the ‘typical’ Hollywaa history film, with critical
writing commonly presenting period melodramas, wost dramas and so forth as
(at best) an inadequate or outmoded form of reptegpthe past. This has been
true even among the historians most favourablyadieg to studying history on
film. Robert Brent Toplin, for instance, once héh@ opinion that the “majority”
of such history films should simply be thrown ohétwaste heap” for “grossly
simplifying” the pasf More specifically,Pierre Sorlin in seeking to define the
‘historical film’, condemned most every example madthefore the 1960s” for
“relying on the most trite version of histor{.” The sense that filmmakers’
attitudes toward historiography improveafter the 1960s is one that itself
implicitly indicts the influence of the PCA on tiperceived ‘triteness’ of earlier
history films — since it is also a commonplace aftwg on the Code that the
‘classical’ style of the Hollywood history film haoeen a parallel development.
Both the PCA and the ‘prestige’ historical emerged934 as related components
in the industry’s campaign to ‘clean up’ its imaged “convince middle-class
America of the bourgeois respectability of the oiae® Variety noted this as
early as 1935, observing that “the files of historyembodied in films such as
The House of Rothschjldhe Charge of the Light Brigad®iva Villa or The
Story of Louis Pasteur were clearly less likely to “offend the Churamdaother
busybody factions” In consequence, the formulae and conventionshef
‘classical’ history film were ones which were fodge close conjunction with the
Code — and a new wave of filmmaking was only ableevelop fully when the
restrictions of the Code were finally abolished.868 and replaced by the ratings
system.

Is the assumption then valid, that between 1934 #ed 1960s, the moral
restrictions of the Code encouraged filmmakersamby to turn to history, but to
‘clean it up', distort it and trivialise it? Thasartion that the PCA distorted
historical stories to reflect the moral viewpoint contemporary mainstream
America is often taken for granted - yet it haslabeen investigated, and the
reality is rather more complex. Returning to th@armaple of Young Bessfor
instance, the truth of the matter — as any hiswiryTudor England or the
Reformation makes clear — is that Henry VIII negtel consider the annulment of
his marriage to Catherine of Aragon to be a fligpawatter; his defiance of the
Pope and the break with Rome were affairs of enaenoconsequence, both
personally and in terms of highly divisive natioaald international politics. Well
aware of the history of the Catholic church, JosBpFen and his staff would have
been as conscious of this as they were that a lmuadreatment of divorce was
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unacceptable under the Cafeln this instance, historical fact and 1950s
morality actually coincided.

The same is true of a number of other cases conath@nt in histories concerned
with the Production Code. Indeed, a similar dyramas evident in the first
major test faced by Breen when Will Hays appoirtted to head the PCA. As
Gregory Black notes iHollywood Censored Warner Bros.” production of
Madame DuBarrywas little more that a saucy “bedroom farce” s¢ha court of
King Louis XV of France, concerned with his relatship with the Comtesse
DuBarry, Jeanne Becd. The script presented plenty of bed-hopping, iations
of nudity, scenes of DuBarry coaching the Dauphiséxual practices, sequences
in which she ‘procured’ other women for the Kingndathe overtly suggestive
innuendo of her redecorating the royal bedroom \itiirrored ceiling. In this,
however, it violated numerous provisions of thedRiion Code, was likely to
“prove highly offensive to the French nation,” apiesented DuBarry's position
as the adulterous King’s mistress in a positivatlty When the screenplay was
submitted in spring of 1934, Breen simply refusedpprove something so “filled
with vulgarity, obscenity and blatant adultefy.”

The studio was not quite prepared for this. Aljlouhe Code had been in
existence since 1930, Warner Bros. in particulal #auted the authority of the
Studio Relations Committee that was supposed toreafits provisions.

However, pressure groups concerned with the mgrafithe movies had grown
in influence during the early thirties and the filimdustry had become very
concerned about their calls for direct federal tagon. The PCA replaced the
SRC in 1934, in reaction to the Legion of Decencgmpaign, as a public act of
atonement that would pre-empt federal interventi@iven more authority to act
than the SRC had possessed, Breen took the oppprprasented byMadame

DuBarry to bring Warner Bros. into line — and firmly refjed the efforts of

producer Hal Wallis, who sought to argue with aigtnt-face that his film was

“nothing more than a satirical account of ‘histatitact’."**

The situation led to a standoff between the stwagid the PCA — but when the
industry’s governing board (the Motion Picture Rroeks and Distributors of

America) sided with Breen, he was able to insigtardy on major cuts, but also

on the imposition of an unambiguous moral lessbhis message was embodied
in a preachy prologue:

In the reign of King Louis XV of France the Powerdathe
Glory of the French Courts began to wane. Extramag and
Folly had succeeded at last in arousing in thedbseaf the
Common People the smouldering embers of Resentameht
Revolt.

This picture portrays a King unmindful of his Pespt
selfish, arrogant, unscrupulous — a King who wrebks
kingdom and bequeaths the ruins to his incompetent
grandson.

It is a picture to ponder in the light of the susdiag
revolution for Freedom, Equality and Human Brottoedh'
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The implication that Louis XV’s adultery was thenmipal cause of the French
Revolution itself was a clear demonstration of Bieeattitude toward history,
refashioning the past into a morality play.

Yet it was not a gross distortion — at least nosgahan the rewriting of history
that Wallis and his writers had already engaged.ouis XV’s sexual affairs with
Madame de Pompadour and Madame DuBarry had indeeited vitriolic
denunciations from disaffected contemporaries. .W.(Blanning notes that
whereas historically “the king’s mistresses hadnbaesymbol of regal potency
and virility,” French public opinion in the f8century had turned, with Louis XV
depicted by hostile pamphleteers as “a feeble amtadvasted by a life of
debauchery?® The manner of his death “only enhanced his sleagytation, for
it was alleged that he had contracted the smaklgaxh killed him from a young
peasant girl procured for him by Madame DuBarfyThis loss of respect for the
monarchy was then inherited by his grandson Lou#, Yith Marie Antoinette
often equated with DuBarry in pornographic libBisSexual immorality may not
have been the primary reason for the Revolutiohjtlmertainly contributed to the
rapid haemorrhaging of the Bourbon Crown’s politiegitimacy. Of course, the
PCA’s concerns were first and foremost for the risoof 1930s’ America not 18
century France, and further changes “rendered ithre ihcomprehensible,” but
Warner Bros. could scarcely protest that Breen dvstorting history to make his
point.

The case ofThat Hamilton Woman!(1941) is another example of Breen’s
intervention which has generated particular academierest. Ken Short’s
excellent study of the movie’s production detailexander Korda's efforts to
turn the love story of Lord Nelson and Emma Ladyniton into pro-British
propaganda during the early years of World Warald explains how such
intentions were hampered by the enforcement ofibee’® Korda had Winston
Churchill’'s backing, and apparently President Ruels “tacit approval,” to
“rouse American sentiment for the beleaguered $ritiby playing on the
historical parallels between the threatened invasioNapoleon in 1805 and the
contemporary menace of Hitlét. Challenging neutrality and isolationism, the
story of “Nelson saving England from invasion” a#d an obvious and suitably
uplifting” analogy to exploit the “new mood of syathy” in the United States in
1940%" Yet international politics were of little concetmBreen. Instead, he was
focused on the fact that not only had Nelson bepraaied man, but that Emma
too had been married to the British ambassadorapld$ when their affair had
begun.  William Hamilton had, somewhat perversencouraged their
relationship. Lady Frances Nelson, however, haddastly refused to divorce
her husband, despite the fact that the scandalawesy public one and that the
lovers had had an illegitimate daughter in the rtisen The problem with
Korda's screenplay, for Breen, was that it tredtbd adulterous relationship as a
romance instead of a siff®

As PCA script-analyst Jack Vizzard described i, @administration’s position was
not to prevent the depiction of any particular peofy, but rather to ensure that “it
should not be left up to the discretion of an inumatmind to decide for himself
or herself whether the characters had acted rigbtlywrongly.”” Korda’s

screenplay left too much doubt; indeed by making thklationship between
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Nelson and Emma “exciting and romantic,” Breen eseggested it would “lead
an audience to suppose they could be heroes anthéerthemselves if they did
the same thing” The strategy for enforcing the Code was that ¢haracter’s
behaviour was wrong, it had to “be labelled as $4th The PCA therefore
specified a series of changes to the script, irckvBiery significant character was
given an opportunity to condemn the adulterousticglahip. This included
Nelson’s father — a Norfolk parson — warning thé& plaat “You can't defy the
laws of God without being made to pay the prite.In consequence, Nelson’s
death after Trafalgar seemed like divine retributfor his sin. Moreover, his
father's avowal that “unless you catch yourself noath of you will surely end
up in the gutter,” was brought to bear in a prolgnd epilogue insisted upon by
Breen, which depicted Emma later in life as a ti@stialcoholic, living on the
streets of Calais and jailed for stealing a baifle/ine.

As Short correctly notes, these scenes which boded the film severely
“blunted” Korda’s intent to inspire through image$ past British heroism.
Instead they effectively reminded audiences that‘uamgrateful England” had
forgotten Emma’s selfless sacrifice and had regedtelson’s entreaty that the
government should take care of her after his d€atBut while regrettable for its
connotations, the image of Emma in jail, her bealggayed, did more harm to
the film’s value as propaganda than to the factsigtbry. Emma had twice been
committed to debtor’s prison, and had indeed dre@bscurity in Calais, aged
fifty and penniless, probably killed by cirrhosi$ the liver brought on by
alcoholism. Her relationship with Nelson had b&lea subject of considerable
social disapproval — for while the rich and arisédic of the time frequently
flaunted their mistresses, few high-profile men radually left their wives.
Many friends and colleagues had condemned themedused to visit them, with
notable snubs from King George Ill and Lord Mifto. And letters clearly
indicate that, at least initially, Nelson’'s fatheras profoundly upset by the
“deceitfulness of sin,” writing to his son thatlting to see the time when there
shall be a door opened by which you may escape firesent evil 2

Rather perversely then, these examples suggestitistgad of compelling
filmmakers to mangle history for the sake of comgemary morality, the
Production Code may actually have encouraged gréatorical accuracy (even
if it was then accompanied with heavy-handed msirad) among filmmakers
who otherwise saw history as a source of schoolthoyiour, or who thought of
history first and foremost in terms of how it cowddrve the present. Certainly,
these examples challenge simplistic readings ofCbée’s influence. However,
to understand the real nature of the impact of Gloele on representations of
history, one needs to probe even deeper. Thevashf the Production Code
Administration contain extensive files on films buasThat Hamilton Womaand
Madame DuBarrywhich have obviously attracted the attentionilof historians
by providing a wealth of correspondence to analysess obvious and underused,
are the examples in which the files take much fanted and leave things
unstated — but which can therefore be even moreateg of the unquestioned
attitudes and preconceptions which governed filmingalat this time. This is
certainly true in the case Beau Brummel(1954).



49" Parallel, Vol.20 (Winter 2006-2007) Eldridge

Work began in earnest in 1951 on this biopic of éwy dandy George Bryan
Brummell, focusing the story around his friendsiigh the Prince of Wales, later
King George IV. MGM had originally conceived ofetlproject in the late 1930s,
but unlike That Hamilton Womanthere was little sense that this story would
‘resonate’ with contemporary politics. When it wagain dusted off the shelf in
the early 1950s, there was similarly little intewft using history to develop
‘propaganda’ — although it did capitalise on religted interest in the affairs of the
British monarchy. The coronation of Queen Elizhbiétin June 1953 generated
such public fascination with royalty that it susid a cycle of related films
through until 1955, includingYoung Besss well asThe Sword and the Rose
(1953), Diane (1955) and The Virgin Queen(1955). However, in seeking a
vehicle for Stewart Granger and Elizabeth Taylbe makers oBeau Brummell
had been more directly inspired by the “the famtasuccess” of the 1951
autobiography of the abdicated Edward VAI,King's Story which had already
‘proven’ that ‘everyoneis interested in the private life of royalty — piding that
this private life is exciting and informaf®

Motivated by box-office rather than politics, anelver intended to be ‘racyBeau
Brummellwas simply an uncontroversial ‘prestige’ costumetye. The PCA
file reflected this, being particular slim — indeddcontains just one letter (only
two pages long) from Breen to MGM, dated June 4319What is interesting
about this, however, is that it attests to the e which Hollywood filmmakers
had themselves internalised the provisions of tbdeCand were exercising self-
censorship. One paragraph in the PCA letter dedtesition to a minor character,
the “Steward of the Brooks Club” to which Brummalhd the Prince Regent
belong. The problem with the steward’s characioa was, according to the
PCA, that it was “suggestive of a sex pervert” € #mus in contravention of the
Code’s Article 2, and its restriction on “any irdece” to “sex perversion,”
specifically homosexuality  Strikingly, however, the filmmakers had clearly
avoided — without the need for a prompt from theARCany reference to the
reputed homosexuality of Brummell himself, evenudjio their research had
euphemistically implied that he was “a natural leeh™?

In fact, the scriptwriters had determined quickhatt “considerable footage”
would need to be devoted to depicting a “virile'tdresexual love life for their
protagonist. This was thought essential to comgaent®r the fact that the movie
would unavoidably show Brummell as a man who ndy depent a fantastic
amount of time on his clothes and appearance” bub was also “in great
intimacy with another man — the Prince of WalesWe would run the risk of
making him effeminate if we don’t strongly exprdss love for the other sex,”
wrote Alec Coppef® However, rather than simply ‘invent a completely
ahistorical romantic interest for Brummell — whittey acknowledged would
have been “the conventional box-office standardpreducer Sam Zimbalist
employed an English dramatist and critic, named HHGgay, to undertake the
research for this projeét. Gray insisted that “the possibility of a genuinge
affair in Brummell’s life must be looked for amotttge facts,” and Zimbalist was
highly impressed when Gray located a love letteorff an unknown woman”
written when Brummell was fifty, which might be wds#o infer a relationship
earlier in his life. Noting that there was “undispd evidence that women
idolized him,” Gray then suggested combining hisown “devotion” to the
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Duchesses of York, Rutland and Devonshire and tity lEesther Stanhope, “and
substitute for them one person unknown to historyyhom he would write in the

terms of the very emotional letter that dates flasndays in exile®

If we cannot go to actual recorded history to finchim a deep
romantic attachment in his youth, we can reasonatgye to it by
pointing to what happened in later years. Coulchatereasonably
surmise that the mysterious anonymous woman whe ¢aroatch
a glimpse of him in his declining years might vergll have been
the one whom he loved and who loved him years b&for

Coppel, by contrast, was immediately ready to “mveanything that would be
“more convenient for our story” without regard teetevidence; and so Gray's
demonstration of invention by process of historio&rence was of a particularly
rare standard in Hollywood. His employment suggested that Zimbalist was
more willing than most producers to treat histonghwespect; but meeting the
moral demands of the Code, and the commensurage&tpns of audiences, did
require this invented romance however it was jigstif Consequently the fictional
role of Lady Patricia Belhnam was created for ElgthbTaylor, and by the time the
screenplay arrived on the PCA’s desks, Brumme#iaual preferences were of no
concerr®

The same, however, could not be said of the PrioteWales’ marital
arrangements, which proved to be a more intractpbddlem. In December
1785, the Prince had unofficially married MariazRiérbert. This contravened the
1772 Royal Marriages Act, because the Prince wdsrage and did not have the
consent of the King. Also, since Maria was a Chithdt was prohibited by the
1701 Act of Settlement. Indeed, had the union beficial, it would have
disqualified George from ever becoming king. Thusile the marriage was
formally denied by Whig leader Charles James FothenHouse of Commons in
1787, it remained an open secret. Their relatipnetien lasted when the Prince
had to succumb to the pressure of his father amiaP@&nt and make a forced
legal marriage with his cousin, Caroline of Brunskin 1795. Indeed, they
continued to live together very openly until 181lh. June of that year, at a great
party given at Carlton House to celebrate his béegnregent, the prince
signalled that his relationship with Maria was ateand. Instead of being invited
to sit at the head of the table as his wife, asiiece had always insisted upon in
the past, Mrs Fitzherbert was seated at the fotttetable — an affront which, in
effect, represented a very public disavowal of hbtaria broke off any further
connection with the Princg.

Zimbalist and his writers knew all of this. Gragchprepared for them over 175
pages of research notes, including a detailed suynaidahe affair. Furthermore,
he again suggested how the scriptwriters could watk the historical materials
at their disposal and mesh history with the demasfddrama. In the story of
Brummell’s relationship with the Prince, they hadfind a reason for the end of
their friendship, and Brummell's subsequent exilgistorians, as Coppel put it,
did not know “what the final bust-up was abotft.” Gray, however, located
evidence in a parody letter written by Irish poétomas Moore that dated the
breach in 1811, and suggested then that one castdigbly infer that the two
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Georges had quarrelled over the Regent's treatroénMaria at the great
celebration. Brummell was known to have “espouskd tause” of Mrs
Fitzherbert and, suggested Gray, it would have besrely in keeping with
Brummell’s ‘role’ at court for the dandy to havekéa the Prince to task for his
display of bad mannefé. As with the romance, Gray had demonstrated that
drama could be constructed in such a way that Molbd'’s fictionalisation would
have done no damage to the known facts of histdngleed, had Gray’s ideas
been adopted, they would have appealed to modenmeantators on the history
film, amounting to what Robert Rosenstone defingsad'true invention” - a
dramatic ‘fiction’ which is acceptable for its ptge engagement with the
existing discourse of histofy.

Unfortunately, the Code would not accommodate thife story, as contrived,
presented an “unacceptable treatment of adulteng’ a “glorification of the
immoral relationship” between the Prince and M&tidn point of fact, the PCA
had no problem with the unofficial marriager se since historically the Prince
and Mrs Fitzherbert had indeed been married irsitpet of God if not in the eyes
of the law (and since the Act of Settlement hadrthsinated against Catholics,
Breen did not seem overly concerned to recogngséeditimacy and insist that
this particular law should have been upheld bydtaple)** But it became — or
at least “appeared” - illicit when it was presensedhaving continued during his
official marriage to Princess Caroline. Whethereipteted as bigamous or
adulterous, the situation was clearly “immoral.”thfeir relationship was to be
presented as such, the filmmakers could not thenthus situation to elicit “the
sympathy of the audience” for the couple, and thece — like Emma Hamilton

and Nelson before — would have to be punishedioisin’.*®

Despite all of the research Gray had completed fasdsatisfaction with the
dramatic solutions that had been proposed, Zinmbadlid not even think of
challenging Breen. Instead, he hired Karl Tunb@rgevise the script, and in
doing so history was rewritten. Tunberg’s solutiorihe PCA’s objections was to
present all events in the film as if they took pldmefore Caroline arrived in
England in 1795, prior to the official marriagen that situation, no adultery or
bigamy would be involved or need to be condonedxptained. With the Prince
already secretly married to Maria (or so it is ifa@), the plot of the film involves
the Prince and Brummell trying to find a way toymet the marriage to Caroline
from ever taking place — devising a scheme so tthatPrince can be declared
Regent and void the Royal Marriage Act before heival. “No man,” as
Brummell puts it, “should be forced to make lovecading to an Act of
Parliament.” It was an elegant solution; but oneicWwhproceeded to make a
complete mess of the chronology.

The narrative initially suggests a setting of 1794st prior to the official
marriage, when for a brief period the Prince hadnbeompelled to ‘give up’
Maria. Yet, in reality, Brummell was barely sixiteat that time, and had only just
joined the Prince’s regiment of the "LQLight Dragoons. This presents an
additional problem, since the film begins with Brmueill leaving the regiment,
when in reality he did not resign until 1798, anddhplayed a significant
ceremonial role in the royal wedding itself. Itsmanlyafter the official marriage
that he became part of the King's close entouragé,he certainly could not have
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advised on the matter of negating the Marriage Adbreover, the rift between
the Prince and Brummell in the film comes when RriMinister Pitt frustrates
their plans by using the House of Commons to limé& powers of the Regency.
This references the historical ‘Regency Crisis’ whéng George lll had been
temporarily incapacitated with porphyria, and Biglans for allowing the Prince
of Wales to become Regent would have restricteclhigy to grant peerages and
sell royal property. In the film, Brummell convireéis friend that no usurpation
of the royal prerogative is acceptable — but sitide refusal to compromise
destroys the Prince’s one chance to rule and tegi#é his marriage to Maria, it
results in Brummell’'s downfall. However, the ReggiCrisis of history occurred
in 1788, when Brummell was no more than ten yeltstardly in a position to
influence the Prince, whom he had yet to meet!tHeur the real breach between
prince and dandy, as Gray had pointed out, dicbnoair until 1811 — and William
Pitt the Younger could not have been involved &t t#ving died in 1806°
Conventionally, almost every history film startstwa title or foreword locating it
in time and placeBeau Brummelsimply refers to “the days of Napoleon, Nelson
and Wellington” - it is small wonder that any refeces to dates are
conspicuously absent throughout the production.

The filmmakers were versed in all these facts, @pte clearly conscious of the
distortions wrought by the changes to the scregndBut all it took was one brief
letter from Breen pointing out the problems in nmegetthe Code, and Gray’s
research was cast aside immediately without protéstapting to the Code had
become such second-nature, and it did indeed aocdsite” and unrealistic

versions of history.

Yet the PCA file onBeau Brummellcontains one other interesting document.
Prior to the standard letter of June 4, someontheatPCA had evidently been
asked to check the facts, and had produced a memiaotérnal reference — only
95 words in length, consisting of an entry on Marae Fiztherbert copied from
an unidentified biographical encyclopaedia. Itesothat she “married George,
Prince of Wales” in 1785, but that the marriage Wasde illegal” under the
Royal Marriage Act and the Act of Settlement. |#oaaccurately records that she
lived with the Prince of Wales, was “recognized ttwe royal family,” and
“maintained relations with him even after his aelicmarriage with Caroline of
Brunswick.”’ Its content was slim, but this little bit of reseh clearly informed
the letter Breen composed to MGM. For not only lagdobject to the story of the
Prince and Mrs Fitzherbert “engaging in an illeéx relationship” on the grounds
that it was morally “unacceptable”, but he also liegb that it was historically
flawed, stating that “we believe, in real life, seepeople were actually married at
the time covered in this story™

The fact that the PCA undertook some researchsafwvitn in order to argue this
point, itself suggests a particular concern nasitoply dismiss historical reality,
but to find a way of accommodating it to modern-dagrality. There was no
practical reason for the PCA to find a way of apipgato the producers on
historical as well as moral grounds — its poweretdorce the Code’s moral
strictures had been upheld by the industry for tlkecades, and Zimbalist was
evidently ready to accept that. Rather, the menggests that Breen did not want
to leave the PCA open to the accusation that it wased forcing Hollywood to
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rewrite history. To be seen as doing so could haeen a public relations
disaster, damaging the credibility of the Code &atipular concern in the early
1950s, when it was already under fit&)Gregory Black records that Breen had,
from the very beginning of his tenure, been paldéidy concerned to find a
strategy that would enable filmmakers to make aedd#e films based on
celebrated novels — realising in the makingAsina Karenina(1935) that “the
industry would look foolish if it banned Tolstoy crother pieces of classic
literature simply because they contained sexuahése™ | would argue that he
attempted to find a similar approach to dealinchwdifficult historical subjects -
since objecting to historical facts would also Hdoolish.” Thus, as in the cases
of Madame DuBarry That Hamilton Ladyand Young BessBreen sought to
maintain the posture that ‘real’ histarguld be made to coincide with the Code’s
standards of moral behaviour.

Often this did indeed serve to deflect criticisnd ainallenges — but the example
of Beau Brummellbelies the illusion. While it was certainly trubat Mrs
Fitzherbert and the Prince of Wales had marriesl falot that George also married
Princess Caroline and carried on his relationstap equally as true, and reflected
another reality: that the standards of moralityelgiby the Production Code were
very different to the personal standards upheldhayPrince Regent 150 years
before. Application of the Code required that #wtual views of the historical
personages themselves were of lesser consequancththviews of the Legion of
Decency. And even when the factual content obhysteemed to be compatible
with the Code, it is possible to discern that Bireestrategy in this regard did
indeed contribute to the lack of ‘realism’ oftensasiated with Hollywood’s
history films.

To return toThat Hamilton Womanfor instance, it may well have been accurate
to show that Nelson and Emma had been condemnedraivized by many of
their peers and that Emma had suffered from theesyent disgrace later in her
life, but Breen had also compelled Korda to go Inelythe facts in including on a
scene in which the lovers themselves recognisad she  Korda knew well that
this crise de conscience in which Emma was compelled to declare that “Wha
we are doing is most dreadfully wrong” - was supgbnahistorical. Nelson had
quite bluntly “dismissed” his wife in January of(8 after she had given him the
ultimatum of giving up “either he or me,” while Enantontinually romanticised
her own role in the scandal, describing herselé &sore lovely, more virtuous
woman” than Lady Nelsott. Overlooked by Short is the notable observati@mth
that when it comes to this scene in the film, Miviesigh’s delivery of the line is
(as even her admiring biographers admit) the “rmasbnvincing” moment of her
performanceé® Moreover, Korda abandoned earlier levels of sealito
accentuate the melodrama to the point of paroditk-EBimma startled, frightened,
and “frozen” by the cliché of a clock chiming might, portending their doom.
Disrupting the audience’s suspension of disbeltbg stylisation serves to
implicitly acknowledge the dishonesty of the semnts expressed. As the Code
prevented the depiction of Emma and Nelson’s realirigs and emotions, so it
encouraged a sense of ‘unreality’ to be adoptedausTeven when enforcement of
the Code did not create as blatant a distortiohigibry as irBeau Brummellthe
lesser falsehoods that resulted still contributedtite artificiality of classical
Hollywood’s costume dramas.
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As a British filmmaker, Korda had not become aconsd to the Code; but for
the most part, the industry acquiesced in Bregogsaach, just as they did in their
adaptations of ‘problematic’ literature. The adistiration of the Production
Code indeed contributed to a culture of produciiorwhich history had to be
‘cleaned up’ and realities of the past circumsatibeeven if they tried to avoid
‘rewriting’ the facts as much as was possible. yOomh a couple of occasions,
when challenged by filmmakers who wanted to test lthundaries, did Breen
ever need to be explicit about the PCA’s projedtst prior to his retirement,
when 28" Century-Fox was developinthe Egyptiarin 1955, he was left with no
option but to state that items in contraventiohaf Code — including prostitution
and mercy-killings — simply couldhot be justified by recourse to historical
sources. The “portrayal, in our present-day cuiiion, of the customs and
practices of ages gone by, which in the light of aulture, appear to be
degenerate and depraved,” represented an insuraimeriproblem”:

There is, about this story, a suggestion of theseieat
degeneracies and depravities, and we are concénaedheir
presentation would be extremely offensiglespite the fact that
they may possibly be authentic and historicallyuaate >

This, of course, presented standards of moralitypegiag absolute rather than
relative, fixed in the specific formulation of tde, and the particular beliefs of
the Catholic men who devised and implementedntthe final analysis, history

on film had to be construed in terms of present-deyality, no matter how

anachronistic that might be. The PCA always souglgnable production, and
often tried to find ways of squaring history withmeoral lesson, but in the end, in
Breen'’s judgement, there was no such thing asr@sciapable fact’ of history if it

contravened the Code.
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