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The Curse
of NC-17

Filmmakers avoid it thealers fear i,
movicooers ravely see il

adonna’s latest tilm,
Body of Ewvadence, is racy
no surprise there. But
when rough cuts of the
movie began arculating
and the Mouon Picture
Associanion of Amenca slapped it with an
NC-17 ranng, Hollvwood began to buzz
The NC-17 raung, the once-heralded,
now-ineflectuve label tor adult cnema, had
grown rusty from disuse. Films sugmatized
with the label were taboo, shunned by
those in “the business™ as a commercial
kiss of death. Perhaps, insiders hoped, with
Madonna's name, this film would survive

the label, make big bucks and establish
NC-17 as a viable outlet Tor mature
moviemaking

But when Madonna and her sex tound
the cutting room Hoor, it was back to reals
tv in Tinseltown. And a sate R ratung,
mnstead of the dreaded NC-1T

In the case of Body of Findence, the MPAA
l\|1|l‘l ted to “the extreme nature of the sex
uality,” says Stephen Deutsch, executive
i \]] 1|1l sCnes
remain intact,” he savs. “A few frames had

producer ol the movie

tor be removed here and there that were
||nit'\|l|lill I
But just what 1s too |'\l:|1| its And dowes

NCAT7 really solve the problems posed by
the X raung: Deuts h savs no. “Most of the
audiences don't know what NC-17 means,”
I"' SAVs
1he wdea behund a NC-17 rating seemed
relatively simple. If films were given this
ratng, they might avond the fatal mark of
being an Nerated tilm, with no chance of
making it 1o the local theaters
But an NC-17 mark has become just as
deadly tor filmmakers. And mowvies hike
Damage, 2 New Line Cinema creaton, are
left to walk the murky line between R and
b
Damage stars Jeremy lrons as a Briush
member of Parhiament who becomes
obsessed with his son's girlinend, plaved
by Juhiette Binoche. When New Line sub
mitted the film o the MPAA, 1t was hand
ed an NC-17 raung
he rating did not sit well with the sta
o, whic b ssued thie Bilm trom French direc
tor Louis Malle, was getting a bum rap
Damagre has much less real, physical nuds
tv than Basie Instinet,”™ savs New Line's
President of Markeung and Distribution
Mitchell Goldman
While advance publicay for the film was

crotic, most of the lovemaking scenes
between lrons and Binoche aren't as
shockimg as many of those between other
OIS Teen o --||1||| s L loarmate h, the studio
deaded 1o cut a tew of the more graphic
scenes and the tilm receved an R ratung
NC-17 began well enough, when the rat
g was created an 1990 and fast used to
label the filin Henry a
thait no Cuddren under 17 were allowed o
see the lilm. The MPAA, under pressure

nd June, to indicate

trom Utiversal Studios, (which released
Henry and ,t'u ne) and dozrens of other
important film industy names, created the
ratmng o Lake the lll.u e of the X l.ltlklhg‘.
which means the same thing but carnes
connotations of pornography

The MPAA s voluntary raung svstem (G,
PG, R, X)) was drawn upan 1968, Unul
then, all hilms had 1o .|l“]l'lt‘ to “The
" which dictated what
kind of content was suitable in movies
MPAA President Jack Valent at the nme
decided the system was nothing less than
thinly veiled censorship. So the MPAA, in
conjunctuon with many figures in the film
industry, rehigious organizanons and lead-
ers of the Nauonal Association of Theater
Owners, created the voluntary ratung sys
em

But the X ratung never was copyrighted

Productuon Code

Matt Carson, The Tufts Daily, Tufts U.

like the G, PG and R raungs. Makers of low
rent skin heks were free to « .|1:1|.i|1n on
the X's connotations of adult-onented
material and began pasting as many Xs as
they pleased on their films. Soon the X rat
ing became associated with pornography
and muany theaters, newspapers and TV st
tions refused [lltll\|l].l\ Nerated films or ads
o them

Ihat's where the industry remamned
until NC-17 was created. But the solution
has proven almaost as cdithcult as the ])Illh
lem

Many filmmakers are startung o suspect
there s a double standard in the MPAA
ratings of their films. Basie Instinet 1s a fre
quently cited example. Itis a mamstream
thriller, featuring numerous scenes depuct
ing violent sex. Butin Total Recall, another
hlood-fest with an enormous body count, a
man's arms are severed on screen. Basic
Instinet got the scissors, Total Recall gor the
MPAA S blessings

And even if a film company 1s willing to
risk an NC-17 raung. many movie theaters
have restrictions written ito their leases
against showing NC-17 films. Mary-Ann
Grasso, executive director of the Natonal
Assoctation of Theater Owners, sayvs often
tumes screenings of NC-17 movies must be
held for theater landlords, who “inomam
cases will relent and show the film. " It
depends on the picture, she savs

Setting up screenings tor landlords s a
cumbersome and tedious Process and 1s
not always feasible, Goldman savs

Restrictions against NC-17 films are a
form of commercial censorship, without
any one perpetrator, he says. Though the
films are not censored, they are inhibited
trom reaching broad audiences

“I s a prcture of quakity and s appro
priate for their community,” landlords
ustially are willing 1o show NC-17 films. As
theaters negotate new leases, restricuons
against NC-17 films likely will be lifted
Corasso says

Because NC-17 1s yvoung, the film com
munity hasn't decided whether the raung
will survive as an alternanve to the X cate-
gory. But as long as theaters are wary of
showing NC-17 rated films, major films’
grosses will be threatened and cutting films
down to R ratngs will remain the most
viable option

Body of Evadence’s Deutsch says, "I we had
gone out with an NC-17, the enure focus ol
evervone's attention would be on the rat-
ing rather than on the content.” a

U THE NATIONAL COLLEGE MAGAZINE JANUARY 'FERRUARY 19493




