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INTRODUCTION

Films and film fan magazines are often looked upon as avenues of escape from
everyday life. This assumption, while true to some degree, underestimates the power of
film to influence daily culture and help Americans make sense of their changing world.
Film fan magazines like Photoplay, Movie Mirror, Modern Screen and Picture Play did
just that in their glory years of the 1930s. These magazines provide a valuable way of
examining the roles film played in the lives of moviegoers, and how movie studios,
audiences, and the films themselves shaped cultural values and gender, class and national
identities. Because their readers were predominantly adolescent girls and young women,
the magazines also offer insight into changing gender ideals and gender roles. By
looking at the messages promoted in the magazines and the responses from both
magazine readers and critics, it may be possible to determine the cultural values and
anxieties of a segment of the American population that otherwise spoke loudest through
their money at the box office.

Fan magazines played a role in creating a sense of unity and community across
the United States. Through the pages of the magazine, fans could participate in a national
film fan culture by communicating with other fans about their opinions on the images
portrayed by film and film fan magazines. The magazines served as a teaching tool on
how to interact with film through direct and indirect instructions on how to participate in
fan culture. Photoplay offered readers a list of “Thirteen Don’ts When Writing to a
Star,” to help readers navigate the new territory of film fandom.! Magazine writers also

encouraged readers to follow certain rules of behavior by utilizing the voice of film stars

! Photoplay, Oct 1936, 101.



and the privileged position of authority the stars held. In one instance film stars Carole
Lombard and Paul Lukas advise readers on ten ways to attract a man or a woman.” The
magazines also presented a positive spirit for readers to align with in a time of economic
Depression. One article tells readers to “Pick the Goal You Want to Reach” as “That’s
the Way to Success.” The messages in the film fan magazines are messages of hope.
They tell readers that anything is possible with the right application of effort, know-how,
and consumer goods purchasing. Film fan magazines exemplify emerging American
ideas surrounding consumerism and deeper rooted beliefs that individual personal effort
was the path to success.

Although the magazines glorified the rewards of hard work, they also played upon
desires for a quick buck. Contests and advertisements promising money were just one
way of reaching a better reality with minimal effort, though individual physical and
mental makeovers following the advice of how-to articles were more frequently
promoted as avenues to success. Women, as the most avid readers of film fan magazines,
were most often the targeted audience of these self-help articles. The definition of
success promoted to women readers is telling of general attitudes towards women in the
1930s and gives insight into the ways in which women responded and were expected to
respond to Depression-era concerns about the economy, changing gender roles, and the
way to get ahead. Film fan magazines presented conflicting messages on women’s roles
in the economy, with some articles championing the rewards reaped by hard working

career women, while other segments glorified the woman of the domestic sphere. The

2 Lary May. Screening out the Past : The Birth of Mass Culture and the Motion Picture Industry (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1983), 32.

Movie Mirror (May 1932): 20-23, 114.

* May, Screening Out the Past, 32.

Movie Mirror (May 1932):, 38.



image of women presented in the magazines serves as a bridge between these opposing
ideologies. The magazines emphasized production of women’s self-image through the
adoption of the right consumer goods and the new consumer ethos that glorified shopping
as a duty and painted purchases as legitimate and moral. Though Americans still had
lingering concerns regarding Victorian morality and questions loomed large about the
place women should take in society in the face of the idealized image.

Film fan magazines of the 1930s were also an attractive forum for readers and
producers of the magazines to debate the upsides and downsides of the transition of the
United States from a producer to a consumer nation. The film fan magazines provided a
nationwide community in the face of ideological and economic uncertainties. The
personal responsibility individuals felt for their failures and their struggles to survive and
get ahead were assuaged, if only temporarily, by the unity and group cohesion of the film
fan community. With their emphasis on attainable success, film fan magazines provided
readers both an ideal fantasy world and a space to test and debate conflicting messages
regarding women’s place as wage earners, consumers, and housewives. Women film fan
magazine readers gained a sense that they were not alone amidst the confusion, as both
they and the women behind the production of the magazines struggled to locate
themselves within a culture and econbmy that encouraged them to extend themselves

beyond the domestic realm while maintaining ties to the very place they were instructed

to leave behind.
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EXISTING SCHOLARSHIP

Mass media’s emergence and its role in the creation of a new national and modern
consciousness during the interwar period are adequately examined in Mass Media
Between the Wars: Perceptions of Cultural Tension, 1918-1941, edited by Catherine L.
Covert and John D. Stevens. Mass produced publications with high popular appeal are
taken into consideration in the book, with Michelle Herwald’s article taking a look at the
science fiction publication Amazing Stories and James E. Murphy exploring the role of
tabloids in the fulfilling the needs of urban populaces.

Present literature regarding magazines and magazines within greater American
culture neglects to fully examine the role film fan magazines played as representatives
and arbiters of American culture and identity in the 1930s. Much has been written on
magazines in general, but less attention has been given to an analysis of film fan
magazines and their place in American culture and history. Little space is dedicated to
covering magazines beyond mainstream glossies such as LIFE and the Saturday Evening
Post. Mary Ellen Zuckerman’s A4 History of Popular Women’s Magazines in the United
States tackles the gender dimension of popular glossy print, but Zuckerman does not
include film fan magazines in her work despite women’s place as the primary intended
audience of fan magazines. Film fan magazines receive little notice in Alan and Barbara
Nourie’s volume on American Mass-Market Magazines, and Amy Janello and Brennon
Jones’ The American Magazine, a largely pictorial look at the history of magazines.
Books dedicated solely to film fan magazines, such as Martin Levin’s Hollywood and the
Great Fan Magazines and Richard Griffith’s The Talkies: Articles and lllustrations from

a Great Fan Magazine, 1928-1940, both published in the 1970s, provide access to a
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sampling of film fan magazine articles and photographs, but they are primarily galleries
of magazine features and do not offer much by way of a level of analysis. Although these
works do not offer a cultural and historical analysis of film fan magazines, they do
provide valuable information about the climate of publishing in the 1930s and a method
for the study of magazines.

There is a large body of film studies literature and many volumes dedicated to the
study of audience reception. Anthony Slide has written numerous volumes on
Hollywood film culture and figures and has briefly touched on fan magazines with They
Also Wrote for the Fan Magazines: Film Articles by Literary Giants from e.e. cummings
to Eleanor Roosevelt, 1920-1939, his entry on film fan magazines in the guide to
International Film, Radio, and Television Journals and two interviews‘with former
editors and writers of fan magazines he conducted in the 1970s for Film Fan Monthly
magazine. His work, although valuable, does not offer much historic context.

General fan culture and audience reception outside of film studies are given
deserved attention by scholars. Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance: Women,
Patriarchy, and Popular Literature and Margaret McFadden’s article, “America’s Boy
Friend Who Can’t Get a Date: Gender, Race, and the Cultural Work of the Jack Benny
Program, 1932-1946” present a methodology for studying and interpreting cultural texts.
Literature on general 1930s popular culture spends significant time examining youth
culture and women within the context of culture, as with Kelly Schrum’s Some Wore
Bobby Sox: The Emergence of Teenage Girls’ Culture, 1920-1945 and Kathy Peiss’ look

at beauty culture in Hope in a Jar: The Making of America’s Beauty Culture.
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Robert Sklar’s work, Movie-Made America: A Cultural History of American
Movies, places movies within a larger historical and cultural frame than most other
approaches to the study of film in history, but does he not take time to examine fan
magazines. His work is still valuable in evaluating film in the face of general culture and
unites an evaluation of culture, film, and history. It is frequently cited as a source of
information in other works that examine the 1930s and film culture. For example, in
David Kyvig’s chapter “Cinema and the Extension of Experience” in his book Daily Life
in the United States, 1920-1940: How Americans Lived Through the “Roaring Twenties”
and the Greét Depression, the information he provides is based primarily on Sklar’s
scholarship. This speaks to the importance of Sklar’s work, but it also highlights the lack
of secondary works on 1930s film culture. Lary May’s Screening Out the Past: The Birth
of Mass Culture and the Motion Picture gives more specific consideration to the culture
of film fans, as does his work in The Big Tomorrow: Hollywood and the Politics of the
American Way. Katherine H. Fuller’s At the Picture Show: Small-town Audiences and
the Creation of Movie Fan Culture and articles such as Marsha Orgeron’s “Making ‘It’ in
Hollywood: Clara Bow, Fandom, and Consumer Culture” and Adrienne L. McLean’s
“New Films in Story Form: Movie Story Magazines and Spectatorship” offer insight into
fan cultures prior to the 1930s, setting the backdrop for the institution of fan culture and

the purposes it would serve for Depression era audiences.
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WORKING WOES

Through examining the portrayal of women in film fan magazines and the
responses of the female fan community, it is possible to gain insight into the ways that
Americans coped with social change and Depression induced anxieties. The realm of
female fandom during the 1930s provides a space within which to examine society’s
questioning and restructuring of established gender ideologies, and the way in which the
boundaries between domestic and public spheres became less clear in response to the
needs of people in the 1930s. Changes in workforce demographics that altered family
support structures and emerging attitudes regarding consumption’s role led many
Americans to question where women fit into the new picture and how womanhood
should be defined.

Magazines served as a good outlet and discussion space for the anxieties that
came out of the events and ideology of the period aﬂd the years that preceded it. The
economic conditions, in some cases, rendered men and women unable to fulfill expected
gender roles. High unemployment rates and a lack of available jobs stunted the male
head of the family’s ability to provide financial security for his family. The inability to
fulfill the expected role as chief family suppbrter became even more difficult in cases
where the wife brought home the bulk, or all, of the bacon. During this period a greater
number of married women were employed than ever before.*

There was an outcry against married women working, though it was not only
because it was a deviation from women’s accepted domestic responsibilities. The right

to work was not simply a question of gender, but also a question of need. There existed

4 Margaret McFadden. "America's Boy Friend Who Can't Get a Date: Gender, Race, and the Cultural Work
of the Jack Benny Program, 1932-1946." The Journal of American History 80, no. 1 (Jun 1993): 113-34,
119.
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the bélief that jobs belonged to providers, who were typically married men, but were also
acceptably widows, single women, and married women with unemployed or disabled
husbands.’ The federal government passed section 232 of the National Economy Act,
which allowed only one partner in a marriage to take a federal salary.® Wages were the
glue that held together the family, and the maintenance of family took precedence over
the maintenance of gender ideologies. In light of the poor economic climate, gender was
superseded by need, although the discussion over the right to work was not completely
free of gender bias. The 1939 book The Family Meets the Depression claimed 75 percent
of women believed wives with employed husbands should not work in order to free up
jobs for men.” Women without a male provider were not discouraged from maintaining
employment, but it is clear that married women were not intended to be the providers and
men were viewed as the default breadwinners.

The challenge to traditional gender roles presented by economic necessity offered
space for a new victor to triumph over older ideologies. Film fan magazines, as part ofa
larger popular culture offered a space onto which audiences could project themselves,
and a stage upon which they could test and examine both established and fresh
ideologies. Lawrence W. Levine in “The Folklore of Industrial Society: Popular Culture
and Its Audiences” claims that popular culture provided a folklore intrinsically linked to
those in urban industrial societies.® This folklore built by popular culture offered

audiences a platform on which to assess and create their identities. Fan magazines

5 Alice Kessler-Harris. “Providers: Gender Ideology in the 1930s.” Linda K. Kerber and Jane Sherron De
Hart. Women's America : Refocusing the Past. 5th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 422.

6 s
Ibid., 420.
7 William H. Young and Nancy K. Young. The 1930s, American Popular Culture through History.

(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2002), 11.
8 Lawrence Levine. "The Folklore of Industrial Society: Popular Culture and Its Audiences." The American

Historical Review 97, no. 5 (Dec 1992): 1369-99.
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allowed readers to project themselves into the folklore of popular culture through their
active participation via magazine offers, advertised social networks, and use of the
prompts and photos of the magazines to extend ideas beyond the provided text. This use
of the magazine as a starting point for further discussion among other fans, along with the
_ virtual space of the film fan magazine community, provided a secure replacement for
unstable social structures. They were an easily accessible media due to low newsstand
prices and the conversational, relatable tone of the magazine features. Like tabloids of
the period, the film fan magazine functioned as a useful repository for “a relevant
contemporary folklore for the urban masses.” Where the microcosm of family could be
disrupted by Depression pressures, popular culture offered an alternative community of
like interests rather than blood. This community was one that offered audiences a greater

sense of control; control that they were unable to grasp on a traditional level.

Control could also be found in consumption, and the act of buying had taken on a
new importance in light of the Depression. Ladies Home Journal proclaimed that “It’s
Up to the Women!” to get out and spend money in order to buy the nation back into
health.!® Rather than view consumption as a hedonistic evil, the nation began to see
consumption as a necessary function of everyda‘y life. The encouragement to shop is
strongly present throughout film fan magazines like Photoplay, which offered not only a
retail store directory, but shopping guides for holidays and personal beautification.!! The

January 1935 issue offered a full page directory for “Hollywood Cinema Fashions by

? James E. Murphy. “Tabloids as an Urban Response.” Catherine L. Covert and John D. Stevens. Mass
Media Between the Wars: Perceptions of Cultural Tensions 1918-1941 (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University

Press, 1984), 62.
19 Charles F. McGovern. Sold American: Consumption and Citizenship, 1890-1945 (Chapel Hill:

University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 233.
! Photoplay (Jan 1935), 79.
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Seymour.” The list is broken down by state from Alabama to Wisconsin. The directory
informs readers, “Whenever you go shopping consult this list of reliable stores, offering
faithful copies of Hollywood Cinema Fashions and National Known Merchandise, such
as advertised in this issue of Photoplay.”'> While these pseudo advertisements sold the
image of Hollywood, they also supported the new image of shopping as not only
perfectly sensible, but as a duty to the well being of the reader and the nation.

Women were given new prominence as chief household goods buyers. The civic
importance linked to consumption and the new importance that women gained because of
this did not surface without a cry of protest from critics. An article from 1931 in the
Outlook and Independent titled, “What More Do Women Want?” bemoaned the
increased influence of women on the formation of popular culture. The author Creighton
Peet complained that, “Never before has the male point of view been so conspicuously
unimportant. Nobody cares what music or books or magazines or movies or food or
decorations men prefer.” He continued, “Since women have charge of spending most of
our money, our billboards, advertisements, department stores and the wrappers in which
things are enclosed are designed especially to appeal to the ladies.”"® Peet was concerned
with the increased influence and power of women in facets of American culture. This
new emphasis on women as cultural barometers was met with further distaste by Walter
Pitkin, a popular self-help author and rac!io personality, who labeled woman “economic

imbecile,” declaring in his 1932 book The Consumer, that women were too influenced by

12 «Hollywood Cinema Fashions by Seymour.” Photoplay (Jan 1935), 124.

13 Creighton Peet, “What More Do Women Want?” Angela Howard and Sasha Ranae Adams Tarrant,
Antifeminism in America: Redefining the New Woman, 1920-1963 (New York: Garland Publishers, 1997),
137-138.

—
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their passions to make the right purchases.* Although women’s role as household
shopper had been given increased gravity with the rise in opinion of consumption as a
moral duty, old concerns regarding the stability of women’s emotions still lingered.
Women’s self control and actions were still viewed as at the mercy of their emotions. Dr.
Eleanora B. Saunders wrote on the topic in a 1929 issue of Mental Hygiene, stating that,
“Belief in woman’s capacity has varied from the point of view that relegates her to the
field of household cares with adequate protection to that which places her on an equal
footing with man on a high plane of economic efficiency. But her biological cravings
remain constant.”’ A letter sent to President Roosevelt from A.H. Davenport of Tampa,
Florida in May 1933 commented on women’s spending impulses, noting that when a boy
gets a job, “he marries, buys a home, a car, a radio, etc. But a girl —it’s cosmetics and
finery, the loss often of modesty and refinement, drifting father and farther from

16 There was the sense that women must be taught how to

matrimony in most cases.
handle the power of consumption and how to responsibly navigate their role as household

budgeter.

MAKING MOVIEGOERS
The experience of moviegoing was valuable to audiences on a level beyond
simply going to the cinema to watch a film. The viewing of a film served as an impetus
for community formation based off of viewers’ common interests in film and the issues it

presented. Kelly Schrum notes in Some Wore Bobby Sox: The Emergence of Teenage

' McGovern, 237.

1% Eleanora B. Saunders. “Emotional Handicaps of the Professional Woman.” Angela Howard and Sasha
Ranae Adams Tarrant, Antifeminism in America: Redefining the New Woman, 1920-1963 (New York:
Garland Publishers, 1997), 123.

16 K essler-Harris, 424.



/

14

Girls’ Culture, 1920-1945 that movies were appealing not only for the actual films, but
also for the aspect of community they offered that extended the movie experience.” Film
fan magazines provided the glue and forum space for these film fan communities. They
helped movies to transcend the limited hour or two during which they held the audience’s
attention and enabled them to connect film to the greater context of American culture.
Fan magazines were integral in the creation of a greater film experience that extended
beyond the theater and brought together individuals seeking the community that
traditional families and institutions could not provide during the Depression.

In the 1910s civic minded individuals and cultural elites were concerned with the
potentially detrimental power of film on the moral sanctity of greater American culture.
Theater owners believed that attracting a greater number of middle-class women td
theaters would help legitimize and give an air of refinement to this new and often
controversial industry. To attempt to lure women into film audiences they utilized
advertisements that targeted women by capitalizing on women’s domestic interests. 18
The ways in which theater managers attempted to draw a female audience also played
upon accepted conventions. Advertising often targeted women in their homes. The
techniques of the targeted marketing created a bridge between the public commercial
sphere and women’s domestic realm. Theaters promoted films through invitations and
coupons sent to potential female moviegoer’s homes. Advertisements were sent directly
to the space women were most likely to control and promotional items were often

household items. Spoons embossed with pictures of movie players were one popular

17 Kelly Schrum. Some Wore Bobby Sox : The Emergence of Teenage Girls' Culture, 1920-1945, Girls'
Eistory & Culture Book Series (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 148.

Shelley Stamp. Movie-Struck Girls : Women and Motion Picture Culture after the Nickelodeon
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000), 11.
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item of advertisement that women sought to collect.'’ Although by going to movie
theaters women were encouraged to branch out from the domestic space Victorian
ideologies placed them within, they were still expected to respond favorably to
domestically targeted advertisements and to bring home based values with them into the
public space of the movie house.

The target demographic audience of both fan magazines and the films they
covered was not necessarily the audience that engaged with the products presented.
Women were the target group, but how did they respond to the push for their attendance
in greater numbers? Film makers must have been doing something right, as women
presented an increasingly strong showing in theaters. An article in Photoplay in 1924
declared women made up 75 per cent of the movie audience. Just three years later
Moving Picture World estimated cinema audiences to be 83 percent women.”’ By the
second half of the 1930s, the audience had shifted so much that in 1937, Gilbert Seldes in
The Movies Come from America suggested that studios begin to tailor their pictures

intentionally towards men due to the proportional decrease in men’s attendance.?!
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Women had become a significant and dominant portion of cinema audiences.

The success of theater owners’ efforts to present moviegoing as an enticing and
worthwhile leisure activity to women is also evident in the pages of film fan magazines.
The content of film interest magazines began to change with the shifting gender ratio of
film audiences. Beginning in the 1910s motion picture magazines began to tailor their

content towards women. Technical coverage of moviemaking was largely replaced by

" Ibid., 22.

20 Melvyn Stokes. “Female Audiences of the 1920s and early 1930s.” Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby.
Identifying Hollywood's Audiences: Cultural Identity and the Movies (London: bfi Publishing, 1999), 43.
21 Roobert Sklar. Movie-Made America : A Cultural History of American Movies. Rev. and updated ed.
(New York: Vintage Books, 1994), 178.
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