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The year is 1936. The scene is a well-appointed space, looking a bit like a palace,
perhaps, but not quite authentic enough to pass for true royal glamour. Nevertheless the
walls shine with glints of gold in the dim light. There are seats covering most of the floor,
in orderly rows, all facing the single stage at one end of the large chamber. There are
hushed murmurs and quiet whispers exchanged through the still and pregnant air. The
room is not empty; to the contrary it is packed with individuals, compensating for their
lack of royal pedigree with airs and attire to rival society’s most elite. The majority of the
crowd is here to enjoy themselves, to behold the fruits of their labor. Others, however,
have a much more malicious intent: the piracy of whatever fashions they are about to
behold. These malevolent individuals will, for a handsome payment, relay whatever they
have beheld to whichever garment manufacturer has paid them for this express purpose.
What these eager onlookers await with bated breath, pens and notepads at the ready, is
not a Paris haute couture show, however. They are in a movie theater, and the fashions
they so ardently desire to replicate are those of the silver screen.

The above scene is a fictionalized depiction of events that very much occurred
throughout the period known as popularly referred to as “Hollywood’s Golden Age.”
“Fashion piracy” was not limited to that time and place, Los Angeles in the 1930s, but it
was a particularly central component of the transformations that era saw in the landscape
of the American fashion industry. What is unique about Tinseltown in that decade is that
its influence in fashion was at its strongest point, before or since, in both the domestic
and international spheres. Observers of the period, both contemporary ones and more
recent scholars like Bernard Roshco, express the idea that “until the 30’s there was an

American garment industry, but nobody acknowledged there was such a thing as
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American fashion.”' The development of “American fashion” was linked hand-in-hand
with the development of film and the influence of its costumes on the movie-going public
of fashion consumers.

The fact that Hollywood costume designers and their work played a major role in
what women put in their closets during the 1930s is well known and documented by
historians of both fashion and film. However, the implications of that fact are little
explored, and the various branches of media, economics, society, and international
fashion relations that stem from that fact are not integrated by historical inquiries.
Furthermore, while most scholars who analyze the development of American fashion
point to the significant role of Hollywood costume design, they often fail to put it into an
international context, where its importance is most vital. Curiously, many contemporary
media sources recognized the power Hollywood had in fashion as a rising threat to
Parisian design supremacy, though practically all recent scholarship fails to emphasize
this important feature.

The following is an attempt to remedy to that neglect, a more internationally
inclusive exploration of the ways in which Hollywood’s American costume designers
stimulated the emergence of an American fashion industry, one whose creative and
technical sway rivaled that of the traditional fashion powerhouse of Paris. It begins with
the essential background information required to understand the historical context and
terminology of the 1930s fashion industry and segues into an examination of the key
people, designs, and moments in film and sales that demonstrate the rise and power of

Hollywood as a prominent force in fashion. The discussion will include analysis of the

1 Bernard Roshco. The Rag Race: How New York and Paris run the breakneck business
of dressing American women, 109. Hereafter cited as Roshco.
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ways Hollywood promoted and exploited to its sartorial clout, as well as how the media
and the public experienced both the films and the fashion imbedded within them. In the
process a greater understanding of how Hollywood built the U.S. garment industry into a
influential fashion industry is made evident, and the importance and challenges of placing
this historical development into an international context will be explored.

This paper seeks to root out to what extent the influence Hollywood films had on
the American fashion industry increased that industry’s share of the worldwide
marketplace, and to address the problems that arise from examining that same influence.
It explores how films played a role in the economic and artistic tensions between
American (whose manufacturing industry was especially centered in New York, though
inspired by Hollywood) power in the fashion world and that of the long-held style
dictators in Paris. Susan Perez Prichard cites a 1933 Vogue article to support her
conclusion “that Hollywood posed a threat to Paris as soon as 1931. Women that could
afford to follow Paris did so, but the mass of women comprising the cinema audience
followed the film stars, as did the couturiers themselves.”

As Prichard’s comment indicates, contemporary media sources indicate an
awareness of Hollywood’s sartorial power in relation to that of Paris. Histories of the
fashion industry written since that time, however, do not explore the issue with that
global perspective, save cursorily (at best). This study does not intend to definitely state
that Hollywood was more powerful in fashion than Paris, but merely to raise an
awareness of the importance of the comparison, and to explore the ways in which such a

discussion is of great validity and importance. This study relies on a variety of secondary

2 Susan Perez Prichard. The Influence of Hollywood Film Costume on American
Fashion in the 1930s, 11. Hereafter cited as Prichard.
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sources, mainly the same histories that neglect the transnational perspective of this paper,
but couples them with contemporary media sources (films, newspapers, studio publicity
materials) that support the necessity of maintaining that very pf:rspective.3

The story of Hollywood and American fashion begins, not in the United States,
but in France, where the most desirable and influential fashion in the industrialized world
had originated for at least three hundred years. The words “Paris” and “fashion” are
closely linked in the minds of many. Since the reign of Louis XIV, if not before, Paris has
reigned as the paragon of society, art, and fashion across the Euro-American cultural
landscape. In more recent times, however, Paris has faced various challengers to the title
of “the Capital of Fashion.” The greatest threat in the interwar years of the early twentieth
century was not New York, or London, but Hollywood. During this period, fashion trends
were fomented and set by films, particularly films from the Southern California “Dream
Factory,” and copied the world over. This stood in direct opposition to the way that
designs that came from the couture ateliers in Paris were considered supreme. There was
some interplay between Paris and Hollywood, with New York and London caught
between the two, economically and artistically, as the highly profitable industry sought a
source of innovation to guide the sartorial desires of the ever-widening marketplace of
the “modern woman.”

Fashion historian Bernard Roshco describes the fashion industry as “the most
risky, competitive, and plagiaristic business in the world.”* In his book The Rag Race,

Roscho describes the development of the Euro-American fashion industries up to 1963,

3 The majority of the materials used for this study were obtained through the
University of California library system. Most of the primary sources used were
obtained from online databases or the Margaret Herrick Library in Beverly Hills.
4 Roshco 3.
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when his book was written. In the years between the penning of that study and this one,
the “why’s”, and often the “how’s”, of fashion’s inner-workings have changed little. For
that matter, they have hardly changed since the early twentieth century when “ready-to-
wear” designs enabled the masses to possess fashions that only the wealthy had
previously been able to obtain. A thorough understanding of the state of the garment
industry (and the effects of films upon it) in the 1930s requires a survey of the decades of
sartorial revolution that preceded it.

Looking back through human history, there has been one overriding trend in
fashion: it existed, if at all, only for the highest sliver of elite society. Additionally, it
existed more or less equally for both men and women of the small affluent circle that had
the leisure and time to care about what they wore more than whether or not their crops
would fail. Fashion as an aristocratic plaything, seen perhaps at its most potent in the
French court of Versailles, began a slow erosion as the Industrial Revolution gained
momentum. Throughout the nineteenth century, as the bourgeoisie blossomed, greater
numbers of people (increasingly, under Victorian gender ideals that labeled the field
“feminine,” women) garnered the interest and means to care whether or not their clothes

were “in style.”

Before exploring how “fashion” invaded the “clothing” closets of the masses,
there is a vital distinction to make, one essential to any study of fashion. Clothing covers
our bodies, protects us, and keeps us warm. Clothing refers to practical garments.
Fashion, however, refers to transient, and not necessarily practical, preferences in style,
cut, fabric, and other facets of a garment or its whole “look.” Fashion is fueled by change

and “evolution” and holds social meanings far beyond mere bodily covering. This study
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deals with fashion, and the garment subset of costumes (designed for entertainment or
disguising purposes with intent to convey a specific and singular idea in mind), yet it is
important to keep in mind that clothing and fashion are not synonymous. Indeed, this is

the tale of how the designs of the United States’ “clothing” became “fashion.”

SETTING THE SCENE: A BRIEF HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The roots to this story can be found as far back as collective human memory will
allow, but the most vital seeds were sown at the turn of the last century. The importance
of the occurrences in American fashion in the 1930s are seen most clearly when that
period is compared to one just a generation earlier, a fashion era that was the precise
opposite of that of the interwar years. The dawn of the twentieth century began much in
the way of previous centuries, with fashion primarily accessible mostly to the moneyed.
In fact, the glamour and impracticality of women’s dress during the Gilded Age distilled
fashion’s influence even more, its excess limiting the availability of high fashion to only
a very small segment of society. The bustled and corseted designs at the pinnacle of
desirability required personalized fitting and customization for each client, and thus
manufacturing was prohibitively costly and selective. Designers in Paris set the trends,
and tailors and milliners the industrialized world over clamored to replicate Paris’s
decrees for the society women of Western capitalism who desperately wanted to convey
their most sophisticated selves. Most women, however, did not have the luxury to know
which bustle or ruffle was most desirable, let alone to afford to have it become their own.

However, in 1908 a shift began. In 1908 Parisian designer Paul Poiret introduced

a new look, marked by straighter lines rather than the hyper-curvaceous cut of the early
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Edwardian era. He loosened women’s corsets and enabled manufacturers to start mass
producing dresses that did not need the stringent personalization of more constricting
styles. This trend grew, and in conjunction with the rise of department stores, meant
“fashion was . . . being disseminated widely and with increasing speed.”

These changes occurred as women saw an increasing loosening of the social
corset of Victorianism. The “New Woman” of the period was an empowered female, not
the wilting flower idealized in decades past. As WWI approached, dresses came to reflect
this freedom more and more as they became looser and looser. Women found
employment and financial empowerment during the war, and while it abated when the
men returned, women had reached a new and liberated status. This was also reflected in
fashions of the period, which were by the 1920s marked by above-the-knees sack dresses
and short bobbed (or boy-cut) hair for young women, much to the horror of ladies from
earlier generations. Dresses in the height of fashion were simple, and a working-class
woman could feel fashionable in a dress she could easily make herself. While the designs
of Poiret, Chanel, and other French couturiers set these trends in Paris, the most popular
looks quickly found their way into the closets of the masses. Manufacturers and
department stores everywhere could construct and market these simply constructed styles
with unprecedented efficiency and economy.

And as more and more newly empowered and financially emboldened women
cared about fashion, they needed someone to set the standards of desirability. When
fashion existed for the aristocracy, those privileged few had their own networks to set

trends. A few elite women exhibited the most desirable “look™ for a time, in conjunction

5 Elizabeth Ewing. History of 20" Century Fashion, 66. Hereafter cited as Ewing,
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with designers, such as those in Paris, whose ateliers elite women could visit in person.
The new marketplace, however, left a vacuum, for not every woman could see firsthand
the tastemakers of fashion’s hatching grounds. This, then, is the context in which films
arose as the most powerful arbiters of fashion on a mass scale: films were “universal as
no previous influence could have been.”® As designer Elizabeth Hawes wrote in her 1942
book Why Is A Dress?, “A great mass of women in the United States are certainly
influenced by the taste of a few rich women, either socialites or movie stars. I believe the
movie stars have a far greater influence than the socialites.”’

There are many reasons film had the clout that it did in disseminating trends,
particularly during the 1930s. Some scholars, like Aristides Gazetas, emphasize the
occurrence of the Great Depression, saying that “by 1935, it is estimated that close to 80
million viewers faithfully attended the movies each week. Some were escaping the
hardships caused by unemployment and the Great Depression. What they viewed were
film narratives depicting human beings triumphing over adversity, whatever the moral,
economic or political causes.” This is a troublesome approach, despite the fact that many
of the Hollywood films offered fictional narratives, grandiose sets and beautiful starring
actors in stories of comedy or triumph. The Great Depression might have inspired some
audience members to “escape” their perhaps bleak reality, but it also dampened the
ability to pay for tickets. It is problematic to generalize that the Great Depression instilled

a widespread desire, even need, for escapism, yet there was certainly a market for popular

entertainments.

6 Ibid. 97.
7 Elizabeth Hawes. Why Is A Dress? 33.
8 Aristides Gazetas. An Introduction to World Cinema, 131.
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The significant reach of cinema may perhaps be more easily attributed to its
position as the only medium to portray visual images in motion—lifelike in ways that
magazines, books, and the audio-based radio were not. The movies were a readily
available outlet, despite rising competition from radio. Costume design was an especially
attractive and alluring component of the movies, especially for women. Women could use
fashion as a means of existing outside their given circumstances (a key use of fashion as a
mode of expression). A wife might have children to care for and a husband out of work,
but when she put on that one special dress she could tap into a fantasy where life was not
s0 hard, and she could be just as strong or beautiful as her favorite starlet. The captivating
antics of a dancing Ginger Rogers were greatly illuminated and emphasized by her
swirling, outrageous dresses, a treat for the eyes and the imagination. Costume design
also presented a practical showcase of templates women could utilize in creating their
own clothes or selecting which to purchase. Radio may have been in-house entertainment
for many families, but films offered an ocular diversion, the most effective means of
disseminating fashion in motion.

The basic mechanics of how fashion was purveyed in film are at least as vital to
this inquiry as the social and personal facets of consumer exposure and decision-making.
During the 1930s a culture arose that unabashedly tied the studio system, its stars, and its
fashions, to the fashion magazines and garment industry of the period. Newsreels
included segments on the latest fashions and the stars who were wearing them. Where
fashions in Paris were often linked to a designer’s name, such as Chanel or Poiret, the
fashionable women of the United States clamored not only for a designer, but for the

designs themselves—designs given life and desirable meaning by stars.

L
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The period’s interplay between film and fashion was even more pervasive, for
publicity materials generated by the studios were expansive in their marketing of fashions
as well as films and stars. In some cases the marketing of fashion was incorporated into
the narrative of the film itself. Films like The Women (1939) and the aptly named
Fashions of 1934 (1934) directly and bluntly showcased fashion as a lure to audiences,
one that rivaled the considerable pull of star-power. The black and white film The
Women, for instance, featured a single colored sequence—and it was nothing other than a
fashion show! Films during the 1930s were a source of entertainment and marketing, as
they were often accompanied by clever (if not subtle) marketing campaigns that made
film fashions all the more desirable for the female audiences that consumed them. This
was a symbiotic relationship that lured female audiences into the picture houses, and
helped sell garments, as well.

The market was definitely ripe for this kind of exploitation. As described above,
the Depression led to a large body of filmgoers, many of whom had reason to desire not
only a good film in the theater but also the fashions shown in the film to take home. The
shifting garment industry (shifting from older models of production to increasingly
massed produced ones) hence found itself at high levels of production despite the dire
economic straits of the period. Roshco notes that a report from the mid-30s claims that
“*while the value of the product [dresses], exclusive of wash or house dresses, decreased
from nearly $900,000,000 in 1929 to somewhere around $450,000,000 in 1935, the unit
volume—the number of dresses actually bought—steadily increased.” Women were

buying more dresses, but cheaper ones. This indicates a high interest level and desire to

9 Roshco 109.
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purchase, though not the means. The very same escapist draw of high glamour that drew
audiences into movie theaters, and also to department stores, was problematic because the
glamorous films of Hollywood displayed an unadulterated luxury in costume design.
Much of what women fell in love with onscreen, whether it was yards of silks and taffeta
or ostrich feather gowns, was not transferrable to the closets of the average American
housewife.

Considering the use of fashion in marketing campaigns and film narratives, it is
evident many Hollywood studios were very aware by the 1930s that their films held
immense power in the presentation and marketing of clothing via costume design. That
was not the purpose of the film costumes, however, and denizens of Tinseltown remained
quite estranged from the financial realities of the majority of the country. Paradoxically,
it was often just this fanciful detachment that made film costumes so alluring. The
costume designers and the stars who wore their designs during the Depression worked
and paraded in a sort of bubble, wherein the possibilities of their expression were nearly
boundless. Susan Perez Prichard describes the degree of agency and excess Hollywood’s
key sartorialists had at their disposal:

The wardrobe budgets for films seemed almost limitless. This was evident

with stars like Joan Crawford and Greta Garbo, who wore expensive and

elaborately-made underclothes that only they could appreciate. It was not

uncommon for an actress to wear a single gown that cost thousands of
dollars. In studio wardrobe workrooms hundreds of seamstresses were
employed. One costume might be worked on by a half-dozen skilled
workers for weeks at a time."”

The actual designs worn by Hollywood'’s starlets were hardly practical for any market, let

alone that in existence during the post-crash, pre-WWII years. However, the glamour

10 Prichard 9.
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exuded by stars like Greta Garbo, Joan Crawford, and Ginger Rogers was a siren call to
many women, regardless of economic level. There existed, then, a vast and fertile market
for the manufacture of garments similar in design to those showcased on the screen, but
made via methods and of materials that kept prices low enough for the average consumer.
As much as Parisian designers set trends in design that were copied farther down
the manufacturing chain by myriad manufacturers at various economic tiers, movies
offered a desirable ideal that enabled the marketing of clothes the broader market could
emulate, and sell. As Roshco states of the process generally, “the fashion business lives
off imitation. Plagiarism is standard operating procedure and manufacturers copy higher-
priced designs as soon as they show signs of becoming popular.”"! While popularity was
hardly guaranteed in any production, for the business of filmmaking is always a gamble,
much the same as fashion design, the garments presented in films were often (whether or
not by the assurance of powerful publicity vehicles) insured visibility on a much broader
scale than those of designers in New York or Paris. Paris may have stood as the summit
of the fashion world, but its reach was blunted by its very nature as an exclusive
enterprise. Classic Hollywood films were meant to reach as many individuals as possible,
regardless of class, and were thus the most effective mode of sartorial dissemination up to
that point.
More and more women could see fashions, then, but how did the garments they
adored get from Greta Garbo’s shapely torso into their own closets? There are a few
processes by which this occurred, some more legally and morally acceptable than others.

One way fashions were legally disseminated from the screen to the store was the

11 Roshco 11.
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