The Story of Temple Drake (1933)

 “Good God, I can’t publish this.  We’d both be in jail,” wrote William Faulkner’s publisher in 1929 after reading an early version of his fifth novel, Sanctuary. 
When producer Adolph Zukor went on to make a film of Sanctuary for Paramount, the Motion Picture Production Code (also known as the Hays Code after Hollywood's chief censor of the time, Will H. Hays) forbade any reference to the controversial novel in advertising. The opening credits of the renamed The Story of Temple Drake, say, “From a novel by William Faulkner.”

The challenge then was how to present it in an engaging and entertaining movie without gutting the inherit drama of the story. By blending what they could show with what the audience was left to imagine, it becomes a near-horror film. 
This steamy melodrama triggered church boycotts and a stricter enforcement of the Hays Production Code. It was banned in Pennsylvania and Ohio, and Joe Breen, in charge of public relations for the Hays Office, ordered the film to never be re-released once the Production Code came into strict effect in June of 1934.  
A few faded 16mm collector’s prints and nearly unwatchable VHS transfers have surfaced over the years, but a 35mm copy hasn’t been seen since the 1930s. So why did it take until now? When the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) was approached by Turner Classic Movies to work on a collaboration, this long sought-after title came up, and fortunately MOMA held the original elements that were in excellent condition!

This screening is of a recently printed 35mm copy made from the original negative that played to rave reviews at last years TCM Film Festival.

The pivotal role of Temple Drake was entrusted to Georgia native Miriam Hopkins, best known for her light comic touch in Lubitsch’s Trouble in Paradise and Design for Living. Here, Hopkins seized the opportunity to extend herself as a performer in arguably her finest performance. 
George Raft was suspended by Paramount for his refusal to appear as "Trigger" in this film. Paramount head Adolph Zukor reasoned that Raft turned down the part not because he objected to the material, but because he wanted more money. Instead, the gangster was played by popeyed character actor Jack LaRue in another of his great pre-Code sleazebag performances.

PLOT: Wealthy Southern belle Temple Drake is known around town as a fast and loose party girl, but all the men know she’s all talk and no action.  Temple’s suitor, lawyer Stephen Benbow (William Gargan), has repeatedly asked Temple to marry him, but she doesn’t want to give up her wild lifestyle. One evening following a car crash with a drunken boyfriend, she finds herself trapped in the hideout of a gang of vicious bootleggers and later, testifying in a murder trial.
As seen in the wonderful documentary on pre-Code, Complicated Women, Temple Drake’s court room testimony is the high point of the film. Hopkins is fragile and brilliant in this scene. (The real controversy about this film is that Miriam Hopkins was not nominated for an Academy Award.) 
 The Story of Temple Drake is one of the best examples of the provocative nature of pre-code films. This picture exhibits several traits that distinguishes it from movies made following the strict enforcement of the Hays code: excessive drinking, pervasive promiscuity, misogynistic violence, and enough skin to shock a depression-era filmgoer.
It was remade (some say poorly) in 1961 under the original book title of Sanctuary starring Lee Remick as Temple and Yves Montand as the gangster.  
The director, Stephen Roberts, graduated to features after cranking out two-reel silent comedies in the 1920s to Thin Man-like mysteries such as Star Of Midnight and The Ex-Mrs. Bradford. (The voters on the IMDB rate Temple as Robert’s best film.) The director of photography was the gifted Karl Struss (Sunrise), who gave the shots in the mansion some Caligari-like dimensions. 
The style of the film is very Southern Gothic, too: shades of Expressionism with a languorous underbelly of sweat and grime. The lighting and art direction clearly signal the change between Temple’s safe and knowable world and the world she enters following the car crash, but it’s not merely a contrast of good and evil. There are degrees of good among the bootleggers, just as there are men among her society friends who wouldn’t be much better than the bootleggers if given half a chance. Also, the implied comparison between Temple and Ruby is striking – Ruby is both the woman Temple may become (in social position), and a woman who is utterly dedicated to one man, which Temple is not and by society’s standards, should be.

Another jolting aspect of the production was the appearance of stage actress (and wife of Fredric March) Florence Eldridge, who was given the best line: when Temple is in the mansion’s kitchen, she sees a baby in the wood box by the stove. Asking why the baby is in there, Eldridge lets drop a shocker…

Mordant Hall of the New York Times wrote, “… Considering the changes that were to be expected in bringing this novel to the screen, the producers have wrought a highly intelligent production. It is grim and sordid, but at the same time a picture which is enormously helped by its definite dramatic value. …Miss Hopkins delivers a capital portrayal as Temple Drake as does sinister-eyed Jack LaRue as Trigger there is splendid work from the rest of the cast.” 
Time magazine said, “…Books as conspicuously concupiscent as William Faulkner's Sanctuary always challenge and worry Hollywood. The U. S. public will tolerate between book covers material which could never be exhibited in a theatre. Admirers of Sanctuary may therefore be disappointed in this transcription of it, but The Story of Temple. Drake - although amply punctuated by shots in which the screen goes black to conceal everything except Director Stephen Roberts' prudence -is more effective than might have been expected. It is a dingy and violent melodrama, more explicit about macabre aspects of sex than any previous products of Hollywood.  Jack La Rue — a heavy-lidded young Italian who went to Hollywood to play in Scarface, is effectively sinister. Miriam Hopkins gives a brilliant performance as Temple Drake.”
William Gargan is fine as the lawyer/boyfriend; Sir Guy Standing is distinguished as the grandfather/retired judge and Irving Pichel is grimy as the farmer/bootlegger. The writer of the screenplay, Oliver H.P. Garrett, would go on to share an Oscar with Joseph L. Mankiewicz for best screenplay for Manhattan Melodrama (1934). 

Many fans of novelist William Faulkner state The Story of Temple Drake, the first film version of Sancuary, as probably the best film version made from a Faulkner novel. As a screenwriter, Faulkner worked as script doctor on two classic films: The Big Sleep and To Have and Have Not.)

But the bottom line, after all the controversy, is the reason to see it. It’s a good film. 
Notes by Larry Smith

