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The 1920s were known as the Aquarian Age of Hollywood.  This was a time when Hollywood had a wild reputation and several scandals occurred..  During this time Hollywood faced the prospect of outside censorship.  Because of this, the studios decided to self-censor.  They therefore created the MOPPDA and hired Will Hays to head it.  First, Hays started a public relations campaign in which he depicted film as promoting democracy, progress, and American values.  This raised the popularity of the industry.  Next he enacted the “Dos and Don’ts: (later to be called the Hays Code), a set of guidelines for the industry to follow.  This code however was not enforced, and it brought little change during this decade.  These actions by Hays did manage to stop any outside censorship – for the time being.

Stanwyck played the lead role in ‘Baby Face’ and in ‘Stella Dallas’ and the characters have some points in common.  They are both strong women who want to better their lives.  ‘Baby Face’, however, was made before the production code Administration was created and it has much more objectionable material.  In this film Stanwyck’s characters sleeps with a lot of men, cheats on these men, and does anything needed to get to the top (fancy apartments and jewels).  Stella Dallas manipulates a man into marrying her and she manipulated her daughter into marrying a rich man who, she thinks, will make her happy.  Unlike the lead character in ‘Baby Face’, Stella is essentially a good woman who cares more about her daughter’s happiness than her own.

“Pettin’ in the Park’ is a dance number in the film “Golddiggers of 1933”.  It was extremely provocative for the time and highly sexual.  The number includes a baby who is intrigued by the women – he is looking up their skirts and peeking at them when they change behind a translucent screen.  This film pokes fun at the typical Puritan approach to sexuality.  Towards the end, the dance includes the main male character opening a woman’s tin armor with a can opener – the perverted baby hands him the can opener to break open what seems to be a chastity “belt”.   The number was very controversial for its obvious sexual content.  While by today’s standards, it is mainly cute, it was material such as this that led to censorship attempts.

In this classic film noir piece (it was probably the first one), MacMurray and Stanwyck have an interesting relationship.  He is flashing back to when they first met.  He comes to her house to speak with her husband about insurance, and she arrives at the top of the stairs – she is covered only in a towel.  He falls instantly in lust with her.  After dressing, she comes down to the living room and they have a talk.  He talks to her about insurance and then quickly moves into a heavily flirtatious conversation filled with sexual double entendres.  He is quite forward, and clearly wants her.  She warns him about “speeding” and tells him to slow down.  They go back and forth with battling innuendos and double entendres.  As he leaves, Stanwyck says “I wonder if I know what you mean” and he replies “I wonder if you wonder.”
