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SCREWBALL COMEDY

 Any subject is fair game, but there’s one that persists—the battle of the sexes

 It’s become known as the Hollywood Romantic comedy. 

 Screwball comedies were launched in the mid-1930s and established their place after the advent 

of film sound & the social disturbances of the Depression. 

 Screwball comedies were characterized by social satire, comedic relief through zany, fast-paced 

& unusual events, sight gags, sarcasm, screwy plot twists or identity reversals, and precisely-timed, 

fast-paced verbal dueling & witty sarcastic dialogue—blending the wacky with the sophisticated. 

 Screwball comedies often took an irreverent view of domestic or romantic conflicts (‘battles of the 

sexes’), and usually aimed their barbs at the leisure-upper class.  

 The main feature of a screwball comedy was the total disruption of a hero’s ordered, unhassled

life by a heroine.  



SCREWBALL COMEDY

 The term ‘screwball’ was applied to films where everything was a juxtaposition: 

 educated & uneducated

 rich & poor

 intelligent & stupid

 honest & dishonest 

 most of all….male & female.  

 When two people fell in love, they did not simply surrender to their feelings, they battled it out. 

 The hero & heroine were usually of different social, sexual & economic status, & thrown together in 

ridiculous, improbable, unlikely situations & comic misadventures.  

 Ultimately, their antagonistic conflicts & class differences were happily resolved when they fell in 

love, were reconciled together or married.



Characteristics

 reverse class snobbery

 skillful blend of sophistication & slapstick

 biting dialog, an overlapping style of delivery, with lines tossed off in rapid 

fire 

 an emphasis on elegant clothes, cars & furniture

 the hero or the heroine living by his or her wits alone, though this is often 
balanced by a reliable gainfully employed love interest

 probably most important, supporting casts of first-rate character actors 

playing eccentric types as well as a stable of familiar faces in leading roles



It Happened One Night

 Frank Capra, directed It Happened One Night (1934) earlier the same year, 

featuring

 the sparring of Clark Gable as a cynical, hard-times reporter 

 Claudette Colbert as a pampered, runaway heiress

 Capra’s 1934 film is the high point this sub-genre and was the first to win 

the top four Academy Awards: Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor & Best 

Actress.

 Screwball comedy crested in the late 1930s. 



It Happened One Night

 Begins with a bad marriage between an heiress (Claudette Colbert) and a 
playboy-socialite. 

 It ends with the disruption and another false marriage—the public ceremony in 
which the heiress and the socialite are scheduled to renew their initial vows.  

 And it then celebrates the “right” marriage”  having fled the ceremony, 
Colbert returns to the middle-class newspaper reporter (Clark Gable) with 
whom she is really in love, and then marries him (after a hasty annulment of the 
initial, “wrong” marriage).  

 This final marriage is right not only because Colbert and Gable really love one 
another, but also because it heals the divisions in society, establishing a new 
order through the symbolic marriage of representatives of different social 
classes. 



Contemporary Examples

 Class difference is most often represented in terms of professional status.  
Pretty Woman (1990) brings together a corporate takeover specialist (Richard 
Gere) and a Hollywood hooker (Julia Roberts).  

 In While You Were Sleeping (1995), a Chicago token clerk (Sandra Bullock) 
falls in love with a wealthy lawyer (Peter Gallagher) and when he falls into a 
coma, pretends to be his fiancée (though she winds up with his brother in the 
end).  

 As Good As It Gets (1997) focuses on an unlikely romance between a cynical 
best-selling novelist (Jack Nicholson) and a waitress (Helen Hunt).  

 In each case the films rely on romantic comedy to unite different social 
classes


