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TEXTE

Holly wood’s self- censorship notori ously led to a suggestive erot i cism,
some times more effective than an explicit one (Jacobs; Caïra). It
found a famous apotheosis in Rita Hayworth’s implied striptease  in
Gilda. Did that scene raise any sort of trouble at the time? Not exactly,
consid ering that suggesting instead of showing remained the primary
goal of the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion (PCA). This scene was
more erotic than funda ment ally subversive and “the fact that Gilda is
‘performing,’ that is, pretending to be a loose woman in a suggestive
musical club setting while not really being a pros ti tute, allowed the
film to work around the censors” (Biesen, 60). Subsequently, during
the 1950s, the censors’ control grew weaker and many other films
featured coded striptease acts which, as arousing as they might feel
to the audi ence, were left during the self- censorship process.

1

But there is more than meets the eye in the very emblem atic “Put the
Blame on Mame.” The under standing of that number cannot be
reduced to the erot i cism elicited through a fake striptease. Behind
what is remembered in film history as a great star turn lies a more
complex history, that of the rela tion ship between Holly wood and
burlesque theatre, espe cially during the strict enforce ment of the
Produc tion Code. Burlesque is indeed a substan tial component of the
back stage stories of the Pre- Code musicals between 1929 and 1934. In
parallel with Mae West’s provoca tions, well embodied by her obvious
burlesque queen  in I’m no  Angel, many back stage melo dramas,  like

2



The Trouble with Burlesque (in Classical Hollywood Cinema)

Applause, or the Joan Craw ford vehicle Dancing Lady, related how the
heroines of the Great Depres sion rose from burlesque to Broadway.
Later in the 1950s, the mock striptease, both teasing and funny,
became a trope of the musical genre when the Produc tion Code
Admin is tra tion lost its effi ciency, hence allowing what I would term a
“come- back” of burlesque on main stream screens. Many lavish
musicals of that later era feature styl ized burlesque acts,
like unmistakably Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, typical of the Twen tieth
Century- Fox taste for lowbrow enter tain ment. But there are also two
suggested stripteases in the supposedly more high- class  MGM
Silk  Stockings 1. By “burlesque,” I refer to its Holly wood treat ment:
mentions of the word without specific contents, or acts implying
striptease but where no nudity ever occurs, which is a simpli fied
notion of actual burlesque. The word “burlesque” in the context of
this essay will always desig nate a coded version, or “the sanit ized
Holly wood repres ent a tions of ‘burley’ shows” (Schaefer, 41). It will not
indicate the authentic exploit a tion films which were typic ally
produced in the 1950s for a parallel circuit.

Between those two periods, that is between 1934 and the early 1950s,
it mostly seems that Joseph Breen’s Admin is tra tion achieved its goal
and almost erased burlesque from the main stream screens. Without
denying there was some strong cleaning- up, I argue that the epitome
of the clas sical Holly wood mode of produc tion was not a simple
paren thesis. A few musical numbers inter est ingly anti cip ated the
1950s trend, and the theme of burlesque remained in some back stage
stories. Burlesque actu ally reappeared clearly in 1943 with Du Barry
Was A Lady and Lady of Burlesque, accom panied by wartime films that
frequently included a coded burlesque act, like Gypsy Rose Lee’s  in
Stage Door  Canteen, and yet Rita Hayworth’s  in Tonight and
Every  Night. A little  earlier, Dance, Girl,  Dance granted a spacious
place to burlesque in its narrative as well as its musical numbers. It
did so more signi fic antly than other films from the late 1930s which
used burlesque in the narrative but didn’t show much of it. In the
similar stories of The Great Ziegfeld, King of Burlesque, or the Fanny
Brice biopic Rose of Wash ington  Square, char ac ters climb the social
ladder from their begin nings in burlesque to legit imate art. But this is
less an excuse to offer coarse skits than the expres sion of a fascin a‐ 
tion for Broadway revues.
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I want to ques tion the trouble at stake with the pres ence of burlesque
in films from the clas sical era, which went under strict surveil lance
both from the PCA and the local censor ship boards. It is worth noting
that burlesque was not tech nic ally forbidden as  a theme, even if it
involved disrep ut able places, but as spectacle. Stories could mention
burlesque houses, but danced acts were more prob lem atic. In the
PCA corres pond ence, they are almost the only type of musical
numbers which encounter imme diate disap proval when they’re
mentioned in the script but not yet shot. But consid ering the stake
was to prevent what the PCA called “exposure,” it would seem that
the mock striptease could be approved if decent enough. Euphemism
and sugges tion are accept able; is there hence another kind of trouble
with burlesque? If even MGM features fake (and supposedly elegant)
striptease acts in films, is there any problem left? The PCA archives
suggest that the issue is more complex than simple nudity. I want to
analyze the ideo logy at stake behind the moral condem na tion of
burlesque in films and explore what made some musical numbers
sens itive. Moreover, what made Holly wood produ cers, directors and
actresses want to include burlesque acts anyways in that constrained
context? I argue that this occa sion ally goes beyond the teasing power
of the forbidden exposure.

4

Between Law and “Good Taste”
I first want to consider the para dox ical status of burlesque in the
history of Amer ican censor ship, both on stages and screens. Robert
C. Allen (243) noted that in the 1920s, burlesque theatre, which was
initially a complex and struc tured type of spec tacle, became reduced
to varied forms of striptease. It was approached by censor ship boards
mostly as a display of nudity. Raids, shut ting downs of houses and
court trials were based on that, more than the poten tial subversive
power of the satir ical component of the show. But as Rachel Shteir
(222) and Maya Cantu (97) pointed out, the inter dic tion of burlesque
by New York mayor La Guardia in 1937 provoked a trans ition from
shady theatres to the main Broadway stages with a wave of “burlesk- 
minded” shows. Without resorting to authentic stripteases,
Cole Porter’s Du Barry Was A Lady (1939) and Panama Hattie (1940), or
Rodgers and Hart’s Pal Joey (1940) included daring acts. They involved
a strong sugges tion of sexu ality and exposure of female bodies, even
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if the stake was not nudity itself, but rather the tough and
lewd atmosphere.

Consid ering the signi ficant suppres sion of enter tain ment perceived
as immoral in the history of Amer ican theatre and the auda city of
Broadway compared to that of Holly wood at the time, one could have
expected burlesque to entirely disap pear from the movies. Indeed,
the film adapt a tion  of Panama Hattie, for example, entirely cleaned
up the original show that Maya Cantu (91-97) analyzes as a parody of
the censor ship against burlesque. In general, as Robert Altman
pointed out, burlesque “provides the subject matter for relat ively few
musicals (e.g. Applause, Dance Girl Dance, Gypsy)” (204).

6

Erasing exhib i tionist theatre was presum ably the moral goal of
Joseph Breen, but prac tic ally, the only prohib i tion involved
“suggestive dancing.” The Produc tion Code didn’t forbid the display of
burlesque theatre, as long as it was deprived of its genuine contents.
In fact, some exec ut ives raised an eyebrow when Holly wood studios
started to employ former burlesque dancers as chorus girls. But they
were more skep tical at first than Breen himself:

7

Quizzed about the buttoned- down Code nuzz ling up to the unzipped
strip pers, Breen replied, “That depends entirely on what is shown on
the screen,” before tossing the hot toma toes back into the Boss’s
court. “At this time, this is not a Produc tion Code matter, but, rather,
might be a subject of industry policy for the atten tion of Mr. Hays”
(Doherty, 88).

Fake stripteases actu ally led to inter pret a tions of the Code and to
tensions between the literal rule, the spirit of the Code, the studios’
policies, and Breen’s personal opinion. What disturbed Breen  about
There’s Magic in Music (1941) was not as much the vague pres ence of a
shady theatre in the story than the age of the young actress playing
in burlesque:

8

We still urge and recom mend that you do not show your 14- year-old
star, Susanna Foster, connected in any way with a burlesque theatre.
We are sure that this busi ness will cause wide spread offense to
audi ences gener ally. We think you should elim inate making Susanna
too hard- boiled and showing her smoking cigar ettes at several
points in this story. In this connec tion, note also: […] this busi ness of
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Susanna coming in to have her dress zipped up […] and also as to her
“hula” dance. […]

Scenes A-18 and seq.: the entire busi ness of the strip tease by
Maidie is unacceptable. The same unac cept ab ility applies also to the
leering reac tions of the audi ence in these scenes. (Breen, Letter
to Luraschi).

Breen’s commentary sketches the portrait of a burlesque queen
according to Holly wood: “too hard- boiled,” wearing a dress with
zippers (even if they’re used “up”) and performing exotic dances like
the “hula.” In spite of Breen’s fears, and thanks to a few adjust ments at
Para mount’s, that cleaned film was well met by the local boards of
censor ship. This is easily explained because it was another
burlesque- into-opera success story, based musically- wise on the
scores of clas sical composers.

9

The word “burlesque” is not forbidden in itself, but the precise idea of
a striptease is extremely prob lem atic. The PCA’s work focused on a
few specific details: when the musical numbers were described on
paper in striptease terms, Breen usually tried to suppress them
entirely, without taking into account the fact that they were intended
to be more evoc ative than explicit. His menaces some times seemed
out of propor tion: while Breen usually suggested minor cuts, he told
an RKO exec utive that “any attempt to portray a ‘strip tease’ on the
screen is in viol a tion of the Produc tion Code and will render the
whole picture unac cept able” (Breen, Letter to McDonough). In
scripts, the word “striptease” is strictly forbidden. But “act” is accept‐ 
able, as is “hula” which is according to Breen a satis factory substi tute.
Although he disap proved of a teen ager performing a “hula” in There’s
Magic in  Music, he had used that very word one month earlier to
suggest the replace ment of an intended striptease  in Dance,
Girl, Dance, by such an exotic perform ance: “It was agreed […] that
the sugges tion of the ‘strip tease’ dance will be entirely elim in ated
from the finished picture, and that a type of ‘hula’ will be substi tuted
therefor” (Breen, Memor andum). Burlesque dances thus opened a
space for nego ti ation in Holly wood. What is the boundary of
“suggestive” for a hula? When is a hula erotic and when is it an inof‐ 
fensive exotic dance? The line was some times delicate to define.
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MGM’s biopic of Florenz  Ziegfeld, The Great  Ziegfeld, exem pli fies
strik ingly the contra dictory status of burlesque in films of the clas‐ 
sical era. Breen was extremely crit ical towards a Fanny Brice act – she
appears under her own name in the episode where Ziegfeld observes
her in a burlesque show and invites her in his pres ti gious revue. Brice
intended to do her parody of a fan dance, a type of striptease made
popular by Sally Rand, without actu ally disrobing. But the PCA
decided at the time to forbid fully that type of act. Even a “burlesque
of a fan dance” – here “burlesque” means parody or grot esque – was
discour aged by Breen who rather stated that “fan dance as we under‐ 
stand it will not be approved. This has been our rule” (Tele gram to
Hart). That was the crucial issue discussed during produc tion. After
the sequence was never the less shot, because it seemed that a
parodic intent could allow it, Breen deemed it “vulgar” though not
tech nic ally forbidden (Letter to Stromberg). The PCA head inter est‐ 
ingly made it a matter of “good taste” rather than censor ship. But
consequently, the fan dance disap peared from the film, where
burlesque is limited to a few signals indic ating a cultural category, but
never providing spec tacle. Indeed, Brice’s belonging to lowbrow
enter tain ment is expressed through the back ground role of a
burlesque queen sharing her dressing room. That char acter is desig‐ 
nated as such by her shiny white skin- tight costume, a Holly wood
code to hide in white every shady detail. After that encounter, Brice’s
inof fensive comedy song is intro duced by a shot of the chorus of fully
clothed girls, a typical indic ator of burlesque. At the end of the
produc tion process, Breen seemed proud of that “outstanding
musical” he helped produce (Final Summary).

11

But another number of The Great Ziegfeld, which is not discussed at
all in the corres pond ence, bears an almost uncon scious flavor of
burlesque. That number, supposedly that of a lavish revue, reveals
about twenty girls in night gowns dancing around their beds. Its
second part uses mobile runways as a key attrac tion. This is not any
shape of a motor ized stage. The runway was indeed the dominant
feature of burlesque stages, as it can be seen on some of Reginald
Marsch’s draw ings. The film is directed by Robert Z. Leonard,
who  directed Dancing  Lady and its intro ductory scene where the
framing and lighting fore grounded the runway. Burlesque is impli citly
present in that Great Ziegfeld number, because it offers the appar atus
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– and even an exag ger ated appar atus – but not the extensive view.
This did not make Breen raise an eyebrow. An obvious code for
burlesque like the runway did not compromise the general “good
taste” of that “outstanding musical.” It seems that what Ziegfeld did
on Broadway worked well in Holly wood too: trans forming the
burlesque dancer into a decent chorus girl, nonethe less revealing her
legs, and shifting from indi vidual acts to choral perform ances that
“deem phasize indi vidual talent” (Altman, 204). The fact that this
number involves a chorus, and not a solo dancer, might have substan‐ 
tial ideo lo gical stakes. Ques tions of nudity aside, wouldn’t fake
burlesque be more subversive in Breen’s eyes when it involves a
single female performer, an iden ti fied subject, and not a certain
number of anonymous bodies? It is also a matter of distance: choral
numbers allow the camera to remain far from the stage and to
provide ensemble shots, when an only performer calls for close- ups
and another percep tion of the body.

Styl istic Options for
Burlesque Themes
Because the fake burlesque acts cannot unveil what they are
supposed to, they frequently have to relate to another type of spec‐ 
tacle. The revue repres ents one possib ility, but girls exhib iting their
legs in night gowns still offer a some what voyeur istic show. The other
two strategies adopted in Holly wood were comedy or the use of a
distinct and prom inent musical or artistic style. They were both
attempts to prevent any arousal from happening during burlesque
acts on screen and solu tions obeying the Produc tion Code. But in
return, they some times proved to be a way of making some of these
numbers risqué, possibly even subversive.

13

Let us start with comedy. Fanny Brice’s previ ously mentioned fan
dance was suppressed because of the fan dance itself, not because it
was a parody. Even though Breen did not appre ciate its grot esque
side, this was mostly a matter of personal taste, which the head of the
PCA admitted in some of his remarks. Comedy was routinely
accepted when it disqual i fied the striptease. Gypsy Rose Lee, one of
the most notable strip pers of the time, trans formed her literary strips
(authentic ones) into a comedy act in Stage Door Canteen. At the very
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end of her number, she takes one last scarf off and is still more than
fully covered with fabric. The amount of clothing is propor tionate to
the notoriety of the stripper, major film stars having gone much
farther in that direc tion. But with Gypsy Rose Lee, the act had to
remain strictly funny. One of the rare strip numbers in the musicals
of the late 1930s is Martha Raye’s recur ring song in Double or Nothing,
“It’s On, It’s Off.” The actress shows nothing but seems to suffer from
an obses sion with undressing expressed in grot esque and of course
uncom pleted move ments. The act is mostly a crazy dance. Another
example is given by Lucille Ball’s strip number in Dance, Girl, Dance,
“Mother, What Do I Know?” The PCA files estab lish that she was
initially meant to dance with a torn dress, which Breen disap proved
of. After strong warn ings, the final film gave it a comic tone, the
whole number being about the wind lifting Ball’s  dress 2. The act
moves towards a cartoonish ending: right after the actress has left
the stage, a prop dress flies away, with a whist ling sound produ cing a
mickey- mousing effect. Holly wood censors thus considered that
comedy could neut ralize the suspense of an actual striptease. But this
example emphas izes in return a key element of authentic burlesque,
the comedy part of the perform ance. Even if the cine matic numbers
of the clas sical era don’t have much crit ical content, they never the‐ 
less empower the performer: Lucille Ball’s comic energy in this scene
distinctly estab lishes her domin a tion over the male audience.

The second way of including burlesque gestures on screen is to make
them part of a dance with a strongly iden ti fied style that works as a
mask. Artsy numbers designed by recog nized choreo graphers could
more easily reuse burlesque tropes. This is a part of the burlesque
wave on Broadway that reached Holly wood through some adapt a‐ 
tions. Balanchine’s ballet “Slaughter on Tenth Avenue,” from the
stage  musical On Your  Toes  (1936), starts with the entrance of a
burlesque dancer on a runway. Because that moment is included in a
soph ist ic ated choreo graphy and is performed by a ballerina (Tamara
Geva in the original show), it was left without much diffi culty in the
Vera Zorina part in the Warner Bros. adapt a tion, all the more so since
Geva’s black lace dress is replaced by another shiny white outfit.

15

In parallel to high art, swing music also provided an excel lent cover
for burlesque moments. Swing dances could indeed be substi tutes for
burlesque move ments, for they justi fied a deep involve ment of the
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body and “hot” perform ances. The displayed energy was connected
to a musical fashion rather than sexual suggest ive ness. Swing
numbers could involve slight burlesque codes in ener getic dances
that were safe for the Produc tion Code. Lucille Ball performs her
“Jitterbug Bite” in Dance, Girl, Dance while taking her fur coat off and
swag gering on a runway in front of a fascin ated male audi ence. Many
visual codes for Holly wood burlesque are there, but the music redir‐ 
ects the number towards the popular dance. Barbara Stan wyck
performs an even safer swing number at the begin ning of Ball of Fire
(1941). Her glit tering costume disclosing her legs, and mostly her
poses back stage on a chair opposite Gary Cooper clearly desig nate
her char acter as a burlesque queen. But her musical act doesn’t
exactly match. “Drum Boogie” is indeed a jazzy nightclub number
with a big band including drummer Gene Krupa. There are a few
visual clues suggesting burlesque: Stan wyck is intro duced by a close
up on her hand playing with the curtain before her entrance, and her
legs show very much. But the staging is careful, long shots are
favored and no dancing move ment is emphas ized as possibly sensual.
The energy rather comes out of the upbeat music and
musical rhythms.

Firstly, swing dances made possibly risky numbers accept able. They
allowed the pres ence of a few clues to know ledge able audi ences
behind the striking appeal of contem porary popular music. Secondly,
they could display the performer’s energy and authority. They justi‐ 
fied hot dances with renewed gestures and thereby empowered the
actresses by conveying the control involved in the perform ance and
how it impacts the diegetic audi ence. The change of style and the
dressing of serious art or swing music allowed burlesque to appear in
acts and not only in the narrative. Some of these acts valued the
performers and made great star turns, as for Ball and Stan wyck, but
others were quite sanit ized and anni hil ated the spirit of burlesque.

17

A good example of the latter category is the trans form a tion of Mary
Martin’s “My Heart Belongs to Daddy,” a showstopper on Broadway in
Leave It to  Me! in 1938. Its first film version,  in Love Thy  Neighbor
in 1940, tried to save the fur coat and the sitting poses, but without
any striptease gestures or specific rhyth mical energy. The number
thus became literal and static: the fur coat is a fur coat, which is a
symbol of social status and wealth. It is supposed to be elegant. It is
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not any more the instru ment of subver sion that it was on Broadway,
where burlesque acts aimed at criti cizing the “genteel tradi tions”
(Cantu 74) and where “lady” was one of the most ironic words of the
time. Mary Martin, like Ethel Merman, Mae West or Gypsy Rose Lee
were the anti thesis of expected femin inity. Their outrageous beha‐ 
viors on stage were perceived as a crit ical stand both on class and
gender. When trans posing their numbers on screen, the movie
industry drove them back to their literal meaning, erasing the irony.
In Holly wood, “ladies” were supposed to be genuine ones.

Perform ance and audi ‐
ence participation
Some acts, and I should say some performers, never the less retained a
spicy taste of what could be seen more frequently on stages. The
most intense numbers are not neces sarily the most daring in
suggesting nudity. They are rather those who rees tab lish audi ence
parti cip a tion – a strong dynamic in burlesque. This would require an
extensive study, and I will merely sketch the broad outlines of three
situ ations preserving an effect of burlesque in films.

19

The first type of audi ence involve ment in Holly wood burlesque
numbers relies on a shared know ledge of what is forbidden. Some
sequences managed to ridicule the process of censor ship, some thing
that was getting common in Broadway shows. Instead of playing on
the possible suggest ive ness of erotic exhib i tion, these scenes handle
the strip ping theme to make fun of either the censor ship laws, or
simply Holly wood conven tions. Viewers aware of recent stage
produc tions and reading in the news pa pers about the raids and the
misfor tunes of burlesque queens drawn into courts, could find
echoes of those topics in films. Off and on the publi city also fore‐ 
grounded the burlesque element to strengthen the clues, which
could make the audi ence espe cially aware of the subject behind
enter taining acts. Signi ficant films with a burlesque topic include
repres ent a tions of raids or trials. Consid ering that the burlesque acts
disclose almost nothing, the raids and trials seem completely out of
propor tion (besides the following  examples, Eadie Was a  Lady is
another compel ling burlesque- themed film with raid scenes). The
court scenes make the insti tu tion surpris ingly ridicu lous, consid ering

20
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the rules of the Produc tion Code and its careful treat ment of the Law.
A prime example is the ending of Dance, Girl, Dance, years before the
more famous court scene of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. At the begin‐ 
ning of the sequence, Lucille Ball’s char acter shows her hurt legs and
back to the judge: there fore, she unties her bulky fur coat, revealing
more of her body than she did until then in the burlesque house. In
musical acts, fake courts with clowns emphasize the parody: there is
one in Lady of Burlesque and Ginger Rogers’s rendering of “the Saga
of Jenny”  in Lady in the Dark (1944) also asso ci ates burlesque with a
mock trial.

The second type of audi ence involve ment happens through editing
and staging when the directors found a way to restore the sensu ality
in stripteases. Indeed, filming even a fake striptease was tech nic ally
complic ated, consid ering Breen made very specific sugges tions about
the choice of frames – he rarely delivered such comments about film
tech nique on other topics. The corres pond ence during the produc‐ 
tion  of There’s Magic in  Music provides many examples. We have
noted earlier how Breen forbade reac tion shots. In addi tion, he had
shots cut very late in the produc tion process: a post script on the visa
demanded that “the specific shot of the garment falling to the floor in
front of the girl’s legs will be elim in ated” (Visa). Moreover, Breen
defined possible ways to perform dancing scenes and specific lateral
move ments. A cooch dance  in The Great  Ziegfeld was author ized if
the name was with drawn from the dialogue and providing that “the
actual execu tion of the dance, if shown on the screen, must be
limited in general only to side- ways motion of the hips, without back‐ 
ward and forward motion or rolling of the abdomen” (Breen, Letter to
Zehner). That descrip tion would also perfectly fit Barbara Stan wyck’s
hips move ments in the previ ously mentioned “Drum Boogie.”

21

Erot i cism, according to Breen, seems to lie in a “deep” construc tion of
the image. Out of fear of audi ence absorp tion, the striptease acts in
Holly wood are usually staged in a frontal way in order to look “flat.”
The most erotic ones are indeed those rein stating depth, or those
inventing suggestive side ways dances. Dorothy Arzner’s directing  in
Dance, Girl, Dance is genu inely creative and remark ably trans gressive
for the era, inas much as it bypassed almost all of Breen’s requests.
Lucille Ball’s hula sequence, which is not a striptease, is her most
erotic perform ance in the film. It was performed in spite of Breen’s
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warn ings that “there must be nothing whatever sex suggestive about
Bubble’s dance. Other wise the whole scene will be unac cept able”
(Letter to McDonough). That comment was relevant to the script
before shooting. The staging in the film seems to follow the usual
recom mend a tion of later ality, but in a spirit which clearly disobeys
the intent. Arzner insists on the bulging eyes of the producer audi‐ 
tioning Lucille Ball’s char acter. Ball then dances, her lateral move‐ 
ments outlined by the camera panning, which could seem to satisfy
Breen’s demands. But she spanks herself and clearly expects to
inflame vigorous reac tions with that gesture. Instead of abandoning
the dancer afar (like Hawks in “Drum Boogie”), Arzner resorts to
closer shots which rein force Ball’s  presence. Dance, Girl,  Dance is
directed by a woman, it features two actresses in the main parts, and
the writing team addi tion ally includes several women. It is a land‐ 
mark of feminist film history because of another sequence with the
ballerina char acter; but the interest of the burlesque theme is slightly
under es tim ated and I find it signi ficant that a film of the clas sical era
so strongly resisting the Produc tion Code through burlesque, is a
mostly feminine project.

This leads me to the third type of audi ence involve ment, the one built
by the perform ance. Some burlesque acts, performed by single
females and not a chorus, grant them a strong empower ment. They
estab lish compli city with the audi ence by indic ating how the actress
domin ates her diegetic audi ence. One of the choicest examples can
be found with Barbara Stan wyck  in Lady of  Burlesque, notably
because she is  not any performer at the time but one of the most
famous and best paid female stars. (Lucille Ball in the previous
example was still at the begin ning of her career). As we have seen,
Stan wyck’s number in Ball of Fire is far from burlesque, even though
her control of the perform ance is to be noticed. The star was there‐ 
fore criti cized by real burlesque dancers who thought she did not do
justice to the actual shows. A brief note  in Showmen’s Trade Review
stated that burlesque dancers locally protested against screening of
the film: in Akron, Ohio, “the burlesque strip pers and chorus girls of
the Gayety Theatre […] pick eted the Palace with signs which stated
that Barbara Stan wyck was unfair to burlesque artists” (29). Whether
it was in answer to that protest or not, the star became more daring
in her following part in Lady of Burlesque. The film is adapted from
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Gypsy Rose Lee’s 1941 autobiography, The G- String Murders, another
part of the late 1930s/early 1940s burlesque wave on the East coast.
During produc tion, Breen had some acts suppressed (Leff and
Simmons, 130), but other musical numbers located on a burlesque
stage remained.

“Play- It on the G- String,” Stan wyck’s first act, is assuredly but skill‐ 
fully drawing on the limit of suggesting bumps and grinds on screen
without comprom ising the film’s PCA visa. But what is espe cially
notice able is the way the star runs the whole gamut from distance to
dedic a tion to her perform ance. She goes from boredom, to indif fer‐ 
ence to her possible suitor and to what seems to be genuine fun in
her sensual body move ments. The energy is expressed even in shots
obeying the Breen regu la tion (hip move ments invis ible in some close
shots, but suggested by the upper body and the raised arms). In the
end, when Stan wyck strongly shakes the stage curtain, the camera
angle avoids facing the stage strictly. This is not the usual “flat” image
of burlesque shows that are legion in Holly wood films; on the
contrary, the framing gives space to the performer and allows the
audi ence to feel her live intensity.
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Lucille Ball’s perform ances  in Dance, Girl, Dance bear many simil ar‐ 
ities. But what is fascin ating with Stan wyck is her status at the time.
She is a first- grade Holly wood star, a legit imate actress and, to my
know ledge, the only one to play a burlesque queen so expli citly under
the PCA reign – Mae West aside. Stan wyck was perfect for this: First,
she had a Pre- Code aura, and her hard boiled and strong roles of the
early 1930s found an echo in her later burlesque- themed films. Her
real past as a chorus girl and her fictional past as a heroine of the
Great Depres sion estab lished elab or ated char ac ters beyond the
burlesque moments. Second, she had glamour to compensate the
vulgarity of her char ac ters. This was rein forced by her supposedly
ideal real- life marriage to Robert Taylor, omni present in magazines of
the early 1940s. Third, the star retained cred ib ility as an actress. Even
if she did not win an Oscar for Stella Dallas and Ball of Fire, she was
nomin ated twice for the Award; she already appeared at the time as
one of the most versatile Amer ican actresses – if not the most. An
advert ise ment  for Lady of  Burlesque promoted the auda city of the
film with a quota tion from producer Hunt Stromberg: “I have a hunch
I’ve started some thing.” Visu ally, on a poster showing a full- size Stan ‐
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wyck dressed as a burlesque queen with a raised hand, it also looks
like the star is saying so.

Conclusion
In conclu sion, Joseph Breen put a great deal of energy in making
cine matic burlesque acts boring. But some of the rare numbers
remaining in Holly wood under the Produc tion Code have, nonethe‐ 
less, inter esting stakes. My main point is that they were less morally
shocking than provoc ative in the way they empowered some female
performers. Whilst giving up nudity, the acts banked on the spirit of
burlesque: the energy, the tough ness, the authority and distance of
the performer. They stood for stra tegic spots for the actresses to
display their singu lar ities and obtain spon tan eous expres sion. Their
goal was not realism, and the main stream stars of course did not
intend to turn into real burlesque queens and disrobe. But they could
explore ways to perform control and letting go. And even though that
part is never discussed, it impli citly was “bad taste” for Breen, and it
had to be discouraged.
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My second point is about the musical genre: aston ish ingly, the most
unusual numbers during the golden age do not occur in tradi tional
musicals, but in melo dramas or crim inal films with musical numbers.
Before the musical genre went “Looking for trouble,” to refer to the
title of a Jane Russell song in The French Line (1953), an obvious sexual
display of the 1950s, other genres were more daring in recyc ling the
inher it ance of the old burlesque stage. Lucille Ball’s or Barbara Stan‐ 
wyck’s less sexual acts from the 1940s were prob ably as troub ling in
their own times. They were never the less more complex in the way
they chal lenged male audi ences: they expressed the subjectiv ities of
the performers while resisting any exposure. At the same time, more
conven tional musicals were usually less daring, though this genre
would be expected to be one of the more permissive ones.
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NOTES

1  Other signi ficant examples are provided by Vera- Ellen’s “Naughty but
Nice” in The Belle of New York (Charles Walters, 1952), Ann Miller’s “Too Darn
Hot” in Kiss Me, Kate (George Sidney, 1953) and several numbers in Pal Joey
(George Sidney, 1957).

2  This number might have inspired the scene of Marilyn Monroe’s dress
being lifted by the subway wind in The Seven Year Itch.
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English
This essay tackles musical numbers indir ectly inspired by the burlesque
stage in clas sical Holly wood films from the late 1930s and 1940s. Those
mock stripteases were sparse and care fully examined in the self- regulation
process, mostly while the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion was oper ating. I
argue that the stakes in controlling those numbers went beyond the
forbidden nudity. The article analyzes some film sequences through the
prism of the PCA corres pond ence to define the bound aries between the
rules and what was only “good taste” at the time. Through trans forming and
styl izing burlesque, the staging and perform ances in these numbers could
seem to have erased their models. But the article shows how these para dox‐ 
ical acts some times managed to bring up the spirit of burlesque theatre and
empower the female performers, and there fore inspire some inex press‐ 
ible trouble.

Français
L’article étudie un type de numéro musical des films holly woo diens des
années 1930 et 1940 indi rec te ment inspiré par le théâtre burlesque : le faux
strip tease. Pendant la période clas sique et l’apogée du système d’auto- 
régulation des films, ce type de numéro assez rare fait l’objet d’une vigi lance
parti cu lière, mais pas seule ment pour les raisons évidentes d’un interdit de
repré senter la nudité. L’article analyse des numéros au regard des archives
de l’Admi nis tra tion du Code de produc tion, pour établir les limites entre les
règles strictes et ce qui relève seule ment du « bon goût ». À force de trans‐ 
former et de styliser les traits du burlesque, la mise en scène et la perfor‐ 
mance de ces numéros semble l’avoir effacé. Mais ces numéros para doxaux
ont parfois su resti tuer l’esprit originel du théâtre burlesque et de ce fait pu
susciter un trouble plus indi cible par leur manière de donner du pouvoir
aux actrices.
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