Can Evrenol 03409164

FI531 Topics in American Cinema 

Seminar Leader: Peter Stanfield

Essay Question no.2: Discuss the Bonnie and Clyde’s representation of violence and sexuality with reference to earlier forms of screen sex and violence.

“As a vehicle for the subjective consciousness instrumental in the development of such countercultures, movies demonstrated that the imagined community might be manufactured”    

As the slogan of Chrysler’s 57’ models goes… 
Suddenly… It’s 1960’s!
 “The Cold War declared during the winter of 1945-46 had mutated into the glamorous Space Race… Fidel Castro’s beatnik army descended from the Sierra Maestra to take Havana... Black Muslims had designated 1970 as their D day, assuming by then the big white nations will have eliminated each other with atomic warfare  and Black Africa will stand unchallenged… New York’s unbelievably wealthy new governor Nelson Rockefellar initiated a massive civil-defense campaign predicted on the building of those backyard bomb shelters that suburban developers, without irony, termed The Family Room of Tomorrow… and on TV, The Twilight Zone imagined a post-atomic world three times during its inaugural 1959-60 season”
 

Sixties was an era of sharp shifts and changes in every fraction of life. With the progress of mass media, the ground breaking events, like the ones listed above, initiated heavy influence on people of the world. And, through cinema, the influence was reflected back to the pop culture. In a cycle of reflections and responses and criticisms and influences… with the 60’s, the violence and sexuality progressed to a higher level of being obscene. Never before in any art form, the representation of violence and sexuality, was this effective in mass terms. Some people believed the representation would cause acceleration in mankind’s inclination towards violence. Some believed the more people face it the more they will be drawn away from it. The arguments and clash of ideas have run throughout the century. But for the sake of freedom of speech and realism, scenes depicting the death and mutilation of other human beings have now become just about as graphic as being there in person. It has become the new world order to be casual about these scenes. Now in the year 2004 we can watch a woman getting brutally raped and beaten to death for more than 9 minutes in a film. Moreover, as an up-to-date art fan (or cinema fan) you have to watch this. You have to manage to deal with this experience.. that’s the new sub-conscious for the new world order. During the progress of this sub-conscious state of the new world, from the start of the century to this very day, the year 1967 is an important milestone… 

This essay aims to discuss the representation of violence and sexuality in Bonnie and Clyde, depicting it as in the pivotal position it is for the pop culture with references to early examples, comments from 1967, and later extensions in both film and pop history. To understand the state of mind in 1967, one should primarily know about the early examples of sex and violence in the cinema and about the Production Code.


Before the adaptation of the Production Code, many perceived motion pictures as being immoral and thought they promoted vice, especially in USA! Each state had its own local censor laws.  Before The Code, two films come to mind when speaking of a shocking scene of violence in cinema. One of them is “Frankenstein” (1931), where the monster kills a little girl in the lake (which caused mass controversy). Another strong scene in the same movie is when the monster throws Doctor Frankenstein down the wind mill and Doctor gets jack-knifed on one of the sails of the wind mill. The second movie is out of Hollywood; the mighty “Battleship Potemkin” (1925). The body of one of the revolters is placed on the docks in the Odessa harbour as a symbol of the revolution. The citizens of Odessa rally around his body and join the Potemkin in their revolt. Cossaks then come, in one of the most famous scenes in the history of cinema, and slaughter the helpless citizens on the steps leading to the harbour, effectively ending the revolt in Odessa.

“As narrative films became increasingly prevalent in U.S. film production toward the end of the first decade of the twentieth century and the place of cinema in urban life continued to expand, local lawmakers took a more active stance, closing theaters, arresting exhibitors, and condemning specific films as corrupting. (Prizefight films were banned in 1912.) In 1909, The People's Institute, a reformist group in New York City, founded the National Board of Censorship. With financial ties to the Motion Pictures Patent Trust, this group, which was shortly there-after renamed the National Board of Review, reviewed and gave approval to individual productions. The Board's guidelines drew from eight prohibitive standards: number four involved undue depictions of crime; number five prohibited the unnecessary elaboration or prolongation of suffering, brutality, vulgarity, violence, or crime. More revealing than the guidelines themselves, however, was their selective enforcement. The Board limited its jurisdiction to five- and ten-cent theaters, thereby creating a double standard that enabled costlier theaters catering to middle-class viewers to show more provocative films, like the white slavery cycle of the early 1910s, without formal approval (Izod, 1988, 16-25). As has occurred regularly since, official and public efforts to address and regulate violent movie content were intertwined with evolving social and economic conditions. 

Thus in pictures like The Butcher Boy (1917), the pratfalls of Buster Keaton and Fatty Arbuckle tussling in a candy store, become symptomatic of the consolidation of this normative film style and dominant industrial mode of production and distribution in the United States that is canonically dated at 1917 (Bordwell). The most famous film of the decade, D.W. Griffith's The Birth of a Nation (1915) became the subject of great public and political debate for its portrayals of African-Americans and the Ku Klux Klan during the Civil War and Reconstruction, as well as the disturbances caused by its screening in several cities. A landmark in the evolution of filmic storytelling and, especially, editing, the film helped to secure the place of cinema as a respectable social entertainment for middle-class viewers and as a cultural space in which values could be contested.”
 

  

In the early 1920’s, three major scandals had rocked Hollywood. First, the murder trials of comedy star Roscoe 'Fatty' Arbuckle. Second, the murder of director William Taylor (and the shocking revelations regarding his lifestyle). And third, the drug-related death of Wallace Reid. These three events were more than enough to give Hollywood its new title; The Sin City. The media accelerated the dosage of the sensations and soon the production companies had to create a code to avoid the federal government stepping in. So, in 1922, the Motion Pictures Producers and Distributors Association was created.
“The Code was the industry's attempt to avoid government censorship, as public demand for morally acceptable movies increased with the advent of sound and the growing popularity of cinema. To avoid government censorship, the heads of the major Hollywood studios created a self-regulating association, the MPPDA, and hired Will H. Hays, the former U.S. postmaster general under President Harding and past chairman of the Republic National Committee, to head the new group. Hays wielded such power that the MPPDA came to be called the Hays Office, and the Production Code adopted in 1930 was commonly referred to as the Hays Code.
The Code required that no film should lower the standards of those who see it. Hence, the sympathy of the audience should never be thrown to the side of crime, wrongdoing, evil, or sin. The Code specifically prohibited the portrayal of illegal drug trafficking, "sex perversion," and profanity. It also prohibited the portrayal of clergy members as comic characters or villains, and the portrayal of interracial relationships.

The Code deeply influenced the kinds of films that were made until the late 1960s”


The code had no enforcement until 1934. However in 1934, the requirements of The Code became enforcements (Betty Boop’s Rise to Fame was copyrighted May17, 1934, and released to theatres the following day; thus it beat the enforcement of The Code by one and a half months). And only in the mid-1950s, a few major producers began to openly challenge The Code. From mid 50’s to 1967, code enforcement lost its strength and in 1968, the MPAA film rating system was created. 

During the years of the Production Code, films like They Live by Night (1949), Gun Crazy (1949), Beware My Beloved (1952), Machine-Gun Kelly (1958), The Immoral Mr.Teas (1959), Psycho (1960), Splendor In The Grass (1961), Tom Jones (1963), Children of The Damned (1965), “Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill!” (1965) and Darling (1966) have pushed the boundaries of sexuality and violence in Hollywood but none of them created a mass controversy (except Psycho). “The violence in most American movies is of a curiously bloodless quality. People are shot and they die, but they do not suffer. The murders are something to be gotten over with, so the audience will have its money's worth, the same is true of the sex. Both are like the toy in a Crackerjack box: Worthless, but you feel cheated if it's not there.”

However before Bonnie and Clyde, there was Herschell Gordon Lewis the Godfather of Gore. Blood Feast (1961) which is considered to be the first gore film ever, Two Thousand Maniacs! (1964) and Color Me Blood Red (1965) are three films unlike any other but their voice were limited with southern drive-ins. Their graphic display of blood-and-guts (using butcher-shop rejects) offered moviegoers something the major studios wouldn't deliver. The blood and make up were shocking to the viewer of the early sixties but they were somewhat bizarre and cartoonish. Elsewhere, in Europe, Passolini and Jess Franco had launched their careers and the European film’s notoriety was way ahead of the American Film.

Then came 1967 with Dirt Dozen, Born Losers, Hells Angels on Wheels and of course BONNIE AND CLYDE… 
Bonnie and Clyde was a very controversial film for its glamorization of robbery and violence along with making the two famous characters sympathetic protagonists instead of the usual murderous antagonists. Because of its violence, shocking ending, and mix of humour with murder and robbery, critics did not approve of the film when it first opened, but audiences loved it and made Bonnie and Clyde a huge success at the box office. “In Bonnie and Clyde, real people die. Before they die they suffer, horribly. Before they suffer they laugh, and play checkers, and make love, or try to. These become people we know, and when they die it is not at all pleasant to be in the audience. When people are shot in Bonnie and Clyde, they are literally blown to bits. Perhaps that seems shocking. But perhaps at this time, it is useful to be reminded that bullets really do tear skin and bone, and that they don't make nice round little holes like the Swiss cheese effect in Fearless Fosdick (1952).”
 Unlike Gordon Lewis’ films or Gun Crazy, this time this bloodshed wasn’t a B-movie. It was a major studio film which was destined to be a blockbuster. Moreover, once the film was shown in theatres, the controversy immediately doubled the fame of the movie. “‘We got advertising we never could have afforded’ Arthur Penn recalled. The Times was flooded with letters attacking Crowther, who felt compelled to write a third denunciation that accused Bonnie and Clyde of distorting history and pandering to a fashionable anti-establishment anger. Warner Bros. ran ads in which the Barrow Gang thanked New York for its support, while Variety gleefully reported the fracas as ‘Crowther’s Bonnie-Brook’ The Times published another half-dozen letters praising Bonnie and Clyde, plus an interview with Penn in which he trumped Crowther: ‘The trouble with the violence in most films is that it is not violent enough’… ‘Pretty people who kill, and the killing they do is pretty too’, Jimmy Breslin snarled in New York magazine, suggestively – if rationally – adding that if ‘you want to see a real killer, then you should have been around to see Lee Harvey Oswald’. None other than the once banned author Henry Miller joined the fray, publishing an attack, “Make Love Not Gore”, in Penthouse: ‘Worse than cold-blooded murder, in my opinion, is the presentation of murder as a form of entertainment’… 


…Considering Bonnie and Clyde’s carnage, Variety recommended a ‘hard-sell exploitation campaign.’ Warner Bros. complied, taunting critics with one of the most outrageous slogans of the period: THEY’RE YOUNG… THEY’RE IN LOVE… AND THEY KILL PEOPLE.


Crazier than ever most extreme SDS rhetoric, this daringly disjunctive sell line appeared almost simultaneously with new SNCC Chairman H. Rap Brown’s formulation that ‘violence is necessary and it’s as American as cherry pie.’ Such flippancy was provocative, and when Bonnie and Clyde opened theatrically on August 13, the response was no less strong.” 


After all the uproar in media Bonnie and Clyde was destined to be an item of pop culture.  Violence and a type of criminal romance, dramatized by frustrated sex was the final blow to the Production Code. In the opening sequence, Bonnie’s naked and caged image is still a stunner today (even in the seminar it brought a smile to all of us). The representation of sexuality in the opening sequence stresses on three key points; the narcissism of Bonnie, deliberate usage of bars and the bird cage at the back complete the feeling Penn wants to give the viewer. And as soon as she is introduced to Clyde, she runs away like a bird. “Her nude lounging was probably inspired by Brigitte Bardot’s tanning session in… And God Created Woman. Definitely, a great way to start a picture, and it’s dramatically justified as well, totally, because when Bonnie engages Clyde in a conversation au naturel, we learn something important about her. She’s just a bit of a tease.”
  Bonnie and Clyde is actually more of a road trip movie mixed with bits of slapstick humour than a heist film because the film shows relatively few robberies and focuses much more on the strained relationship between Bonnie and Clyde. Bonnie and Clyde’s representation of violence is somewhat of a joke. This is mainly because of the film’s nihilistic approach. Dr.Strangelove (1964) was the first movie which had delivered a nihilistic sense of humour and made it pop. 


Bret Willis from Christian Spotlight On The Movies goes “…in this film we are plainly shown that the central characters are evil, yet we feel an enormous pressure to side with them and against the Texas Rangers. I still don't know exactly how the director did that, but I know it's dangerous. And I know that the success of this film and The Graduate, both of which were unconventional, caused Hollywood to ‘retool’ its previous ho-hum style and continue to use these new techniques in order to capture the youth market.” Bonnie and Clyde have surely shattered the old ‘family entertainment’ Hollywood and allowed American films to grow up. In the representation of violence, one of the key points was that this was the first film ever to use bullets-thudding-into-flesh special effects coupled with slow motion. 

“In his 1954 classic Seven Samurai Kurosawa used alternating sequences of slow motion and “real time” to drive home the impact of the killing of a thief. In the big battle scenes between the villagers and the bandits he used fixed cameras operating with telephoto lenses that allowed him to bring viewers inside the action. Kurosawa had other tricks up his sleeve, like the severed limbs in Yojimbo, the arrow-through-the-neck freeze frame that concludes Throne of Blood, and the ‘exploding artery’ at the climax of Sanjuro. 

It’s likely that Penn picked up something else from the Japanese director. Kurosawa intended Seven Samurai to be an epic, a tribute to the suffering and endurance of the Japanese people. He deliberately used symbols of ‘eternal Japan’, the hills and villages, the fields of rice heavy with grain, a beautiful young woman combing her long black hair. 
In a more self-conscious era, Penn could not be so direct. But over and over again Penn selects quietly evocative settings for the action, and we see the characters play out their brief, desperate lives against the immense, silent dignity of the earth.”


Kurosawa wasn’t the only influence for Bonnie and Clyde’s representation of violence. French new Wave’s spontaneous inventiveness and overall editing style has a great influence on Arthur Penn. Long takes, jump cuts, slow motion, location shooting and freeze frames had taken Bonnie and Clyde one step further than the classical narration of Hollywood. Also the choice of time for the violence is very important as well. Penn creates an anachronism and illustrates us the character Bonnie in 60’s fashion, killing cops during the Great Depression. “They seemed to consider themselves public servants, bringing a little sparkle to the poverty and despair of the Dust Bowl during the early Depression years.”
 

“Self-consciously building upon its filmic forerunners, Penn’s version of the well-worn story of bonnie and Clyde nostalgically recalls populist responses to the Great Depression. Featuring detailed sets and costumes that deploy the iconography of the Depression, the 1967 film purposefully attempted to consolidate popular political and cultural fantasy after the immobilisation of the New Left. Discussing the scene where Bonnie and Clyde are aided by a community of Okies, Penn noted, “Socially, the people were paralyzed by the Depression, for example, the scene in the camp near the end is nearly stylized in its immobility… At least Bonnie and Clyde were mobile and functioning – sometimes in behalf of foolish thing, sometimes self-destructively – but at least they functioned”. Penn sees this encounter not just as a meeting of bandits and labour but as the convergence of counter-cultural rhetoric of the 1960’s and populist political discourses of the 1930’s.”


Bonnie and Clyde is definitely trying to shock its audience. Not only the brutal ending but also the quiet set up in the beginning is planned to shock the audience with the first killing. “The film carefully distances us from the action, the first step in the long build-up designed to catch us off guard when Clyde shoots the foolhardy bank clerk in the face following their first successful bank robbery. As they make their getaway, Bonnie’s so excited she can’t contain herself. It’s doubtful that any American film had ever shown its heroine in such a state of unrestrained sexual arousal. All the good taste, hints, double entendres, and other evasions of the past were simply discarded without a second look.”
 

Bonnie and Clyde finally did manage to shock and move audiences all around the world. Not only it changed the Hollywood studio system and gave way to a new breed of movies but it also Arthur Penn’s using of sexuality and violence influenced all fractions of pop culture, becoming a cultural event. “Penn’s revision of Parker and Barrow’s rampage against banks and lawmen – the pillars supporting state capitalism – represented the disenfranchisement of the new social movements of the 1960’s and suggested alternative patterns of action and political fantasy”
  The alternative patterns breached a whole new level of representation of violence in the following decades… With the fall of The Code came easy Rider (1967). The Wild Bunch (1969), Five Easy Pieces (1970), French Connection (1971).. etc. And it still continues today.

Finally, one can say that the representation of violence and sexuality in Bonnie and Clyde, with the blend of middle-class normalcy and audacious criminality, has shifted our way of perceiving sexuality and violence. The film itself became bigger than its actors, editing and director, being a part of mass culture and art; “Film-makers may make movies, but they do not necessarily make them as they please. Cult films writ large – their meanings determined by the reception and metaphoric use given them by their audience, whether counterculture or silent majority – these movies that America could be said to have given to itself, films that emanated from, and returned to shape, the nation’s dream life.”
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