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Abstract

Class Acts: A Sociocultural History of Women, Labour, and Migration in Hollywood
Kerry McElroy, PhD
Concordia University, 2020

This project takes a gender-specific and sociological approach to the figure of the actress in
Hollywood. Steeped in interdisciplinarity, it draws on cultural history, sociology, anthropology,
performance studies, psychology, and feminist theory. The overall purpose is to examine
Hollywood as a classed sociocultural system based on labor and sexual exploitation. The
project begins with a survey of class within American culture, querying its place in the American
Dream and in westward migration. From such a vantage point, the study asserts that women
functioned as second-class citizens within the economic and social structure of the studios. The
star system, which reflects Hollywood's hierarchical, male-centred organization, offered many
actresses aspirational careers through the illusion of glamour, while in reality offering them
ephemeral careers and exploitative labour conditions. Within such a conceptualisation of
women as a class, the mistreatments of women who were star actresses are spotlighted, while
they are also clearly situated upon a continuum of misogyny and precarity with women
screenwriters, extras, and other employees. The project depends heavily on primary sources
and includes testimonies from actresses and other women in Hollywood, especially found in
memoirs and interviews. Such first-person accounts bolster the argument that within classical
Hollywood, glamour and publicity served as twin cudgels of industrial and social control, working
under management corruption, criminality, and sexual abuse. Within this context, the studios
established an authoritarian and dehumanised working space for women, obscured by star
discourse and publicity, and prone to all manner of abuse, exploitation, and disappearance.
Finally, the project closes by raising questions of ethical imperatives towards historiographic
justice, asserting that if the change sought by MeToo/Time's Up since 2017 is to solidify, the

precise historical roots of today's system must be reckoned with first.
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Introduction

The Stars Look Down: Scholarly Innovations and Project Methodologies



“[T]he woman’s expertise concerning her own life’s story and her place of labor ultimately
manifests itself in a kind of knowledge about the production of history, one that inherently
intertwines fact and fiction, reminiscence and prophecy, the temporality and structure of film
forms.™

-Amelie Hastie, Cupboards of Curiosity: Women, Recollection, and Film History (2007)

Overview of Thesis

The primary objective of this thesis is to analyse the ways in which actresses and other
women working within the industrial system of Hollywood have experienced class and had class
enacted upon them. This study is grounded in the premise that actresses in general may be
considered as a particular type of class subject. The argument is that actresses have always
maintained a working-class status vis-a-vis the male-centered hierarchies of Hollywood,
regardless of the differences relative to their position within the star system, of different
economic treatment depending on their contracts and roles, or of their visibility as public
personae. To demonstrate my argument, this project draws on primary and secondary sources
that bring forth first-person accounts of actresses and other women at various levels of the
Hollywood system. The overall thesis draws on an interdisciplinary framework of analysis that
includes feminist theory, sociology, and American cultural history.

The premise is that the star system, via its dual cudgels of glamour and publicity, has
served as a sustainable fagade for Hollywood’s vertically structured and male-run corporate
management, based in labour exploitation, gender discrimination, and sexual abuse. The
purpose of this analysis is to bring attention to actresses as the most vulnerable point in the
socioeconomic chain of Hollywood’s exploitative and disparaging organisation of labour,
masking the true workings of one of the world’s most visible and influential film industries with
glamour. While especially focusing on the first decades of Hollywood’s and its development into
the high studio era, the scope of this thesis draws a direct line through the history of American
business, culture, performance, and film to the present day. The discussion of the corpus also
incorporates the dramatic shifts that have occurred in most recent years, identifying the
emergence of social movements like MeToo and Time's Up as a watershed within the discourse
on gender-based discrimination and abuse in Hollywood within the public sphere, as well as in

moving image culture and scholarship.

' Amelie Hastie, Cupboards of Curiosity: Women, Recollection, and Film History (Durham, Duke, 2007) 3.
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The project addresses the idiosyncratic class status of actresses in Hollywood,
continuing and further expanding literature on this topic. Thus far, such literature has not
expansively examined Hollywood at the intersection of gender, class, and race and from the
viewpoint of labour. In examining actresses as engendered and intersectional workers within a
specific industrial system in the modern U.S., this thesis project grounds itself in a critique of
Hollywood that regards it as informed by a capitalist and male-centred ideology. While this
examination looks to the entire history of Hollywood, concentration will be on the decades in
which the classical studio system was consolidated (1920-1940s). It situates this period as
Hollywood’s apotheosis, the peak of its Fordist production, profits, and its virtually omnipotent
control over American film production.?

The project employs a feminist approach to film studies, sociology, and cultural history to
illustrate the gendered, hierarchical nature of Hollywood. The main argument is that, while the
social status of Hollywood actresses may have seemed marked by upward mobility, class was
instead a relative and illusory concept in the glamour-making machine of the star system.
Indeed, the social status of most Hollywood actresses was quite fixed at a lower level, in
comparison with that of other professional figures of the studio; most significantly, the male
producers and executives. There may have been gradations, internecine hierarchies, and rises
or falls among Hollywood actresses within the classical star system: yet these differences were
incidental to the inherent second-class status to which actresses and other women in the
system were subjected. This was the consequence of two circumstances: on the one hand, the
low position of the actor in the Hollywood pay hierarchy, with only a few exceptions; and on the
other, the disparity applied to all women, most particularly actresses, by the men in executive
positions in the studios.

The glamourous fagade of the star system merely obscured this reality. This means that
actresses have always been-- and mostly still are-- mere labor force within Hollywood’s
corporate system, wherein power, wealth, and prestige have remained steadily male-centred

and gender-exploitative.® Crucially, the idea of stardom as a case of American social mobility is

2 David Bordwell, Janet Staiger and Kristin Thompson. The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and
Mode of Production to 1960 (London, Routledge, 2003); Richard Maltby, Hollywood Cinema (Oxford,
Blackwell, 1995).

3 Derek Thompson, “The Brutal Math of Gender Inequality in Hollywood.” The Atlantic. January 11, 2018;
Stacy Smith, Marc Chouteiti, Angel Choi, and Katherine Pieper. Inclusion in the Director’s Chair: Gender,
Race, and Age of Directors Across 1,200 Top Films From 2007 to 2018 (Los Angeles, USC, 2019); Molly
Haskell, From Reverence to Rape: The Treatment of Women in the Movies (New York, Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1974); Anthony Slide. Hollywood Unknowns: A History of Extras, Bit Players, and Stand-Ins.
(Oxford; Mississippi: 2012.)



also interrogated here as an illusion, as applied particularly to the top-tier actresses in this
study. Even for these women, some of the most celebrated and famous stars of the last century,
labour negotiation and exploitation remained issues. Their perceived social privilege was a
cover-up for their exploited position as workers within the studios, as well as for the realities of
their prior and ongoing lives. In fact, both glamour and class privilege have been-- and remain--
very largely illusory for Hollywood actresses.

In situating glamour at the centre of my critique of Hollywood’s gender-biased studio
system, | contend that stardom has frequently had a narcotising effect on aspiring actresses, as
well as on women spectators. Thus, glamour has served as a crucial concept in Hollywood’s
star-making ideology. While publicly propping up reified images and ideals of social mobility, in
reality it served to rein in actresses as second-class citizens, inferior to the men in the system.
Laura Mulvey famously wrote that the star is “the glamorous (who) impersonates the ordinary”.*
A primary objective of this thesis has been to counter this assertion. In fact, star actresses might
appear ordinary onscreen in particular roles, but they are still perpetually made glamorous by
the system of Hollywood production. Mulvey’s assertion is based on a critique of the actress as
the symbol of Hollywood'’s star-system model through the consideration of actresses’ roles and
screen personae. In my analysis, | will instead draw attention to the sociocultural reality that
subtends the construction of the Hollywood actress as the epitome of Hollywood’s glamour. In
my consideration of the Hollywood actress as a marker of U.S. capitalist and gender-biased
exploitation of its labour forces, | will try to demonstrate that the actress is, rather, the ordinary
impersonating the glamorous. Specifically, while both male and female stars are in fact ordinary
workers of this type, tasked with this impersonation, women performers are additionally fraught
within the male-dominated system of American corporate film production. In order to make this
argument, | will consider the experiential realities of actresses as working subjects, stressing
both that many of the top female stars in Hollywood came from working-class, hardscrabble
roots, and that even the most privileged were professionally and sexually exploited by studio
producers and executives.

The periodisation of this project spans the origins of the social and industrial
organisation that became known as “classical Hollywood” and the studio system (the 1910s),
with its primary focus on the peak of the studio era (1920s-1940s). Throughout, industrial
practices and women’s experiences are paralleled with practices that remained in Hollywood

from the post-studio 1960s to the present day. Case studies from the high studio era,

4 Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures. (Indiana: Bloomington: 1989.) 205.



particularly primary sources by women involved in the system, are central to the upcoming
chapters. Later discussion will contend with some of the landmark court cases by actresses in
the 1930s against exploitative working conditions, while engaging with scholars who have

theorised about said cases in terms of their weakening of the very studio system itself.

Social change which stratified and weakened masculinist-corporatist power on grounds
of gender and race coincided with the decline and demise of the studio system by the early
1960s. Yet even the fall of the studio system did not represent a period of emancipation for
Hollywood actresses, but rather a moment of system overhaul that maintained Hollywood’s
male power capitalist system. There have been several identifiable moments of potential
gendered social change in Hollywood over the last century, only to be followed by letdown or
even backlash. These will be discussed addressed as such in sections throughout the thesis.
Conclusions about the Hollywood actress in the post-studio era suggest future areas of both

research and industrial shift in light of the gender parity debates of the past three years.

As further explained in the methodology section, this project traces the figure of the
actress as labourer via a variety of sources, including detailed analyses of class as experienced
by the women themselves. Such evidence points to intriguing distinctions between the actual
class origins of individual actresses and their repackaged identities as presented in Hollywood
publicity or the media. Yet at the same time, class origins only made differences in how women
were treated on occasion, and in a few specific areas. The broader point that all actresses
within Hollywood lived under second-class status holds. First-person accounts in the form of
memoirs and interviews demonstrate that in terms of labour treatment, Hollywood’s male
corporate system made only minimal differentiation between a working-class woman aspiring to
be onscreen and a classically trained woman from an upper-class background. Usually such
differentiation, when it occurred at all, fell under the auspices of sexual availability. As the studio
system coalesced, working-class women were either pushed out of the new film system by
unemployment or erased by rigorous obscuring of class origins and retraining of any class
markers like accent or mannerism. But the middle-class and even upper-class women given the
chance to work in the system and become stars or working actresses did not, as Hollywood
mythos would have us believe, become a new, favoured upper class. Instead, even the most
successful actresses became Hollywood’s new working class, forced to adapt to the standard
exploitative and demeaning labour conditions. No matter how elegant and even powerful
actresses and their lifestyles were portrayed by the Hollywood publicity machine, historical

evidence from within the studios and from actress memoirs instead reveals the reality of casting



couch normalisations, sexual and workplace abuses, dangerous and unhealthy labour
conditions, exploitative salaries, and normalised psychological trauma.

Thus the theoretical framework of the project is a consideration of the gendered
sociocultural realities of Hollywood, through the previously neglected lens of class. Specifically,
it is grounded in a trans-disciplinary feminist framework of analysis that applies a gender-
informed critique to Hollywood as both capitalist and ideological system. In flattening all
actresses to second-class status via the illusion of glamour, the Hollywood star system
simultaneously reshaped and elevated the perceptible class markers of actresses. The
impossibility of separating a woman’s career in film from her class status applies to all women
associated with the Hollywood star system, including major stars, “troublemakers”, “washed up”
or “washed out” actresses who faded and were forgotten, and even “nobodies”, women who
never succeeded in Hollywood careers at all. Beyond the histories of iconic stars, the labour
approach in relation to class is also always present in the case of all the struggling actresses
who never “made it” in Hollywood, or who had brief success before failing out of the business.®
The same methods of historical and feminist materialist inquiry may be applied, within proper
contexts, not only to stars or actresses, but also to every woman working in Hollywood, from
screenwriters to seamstresses, body doubles, make-up artists, and cleaning women.

As actresses moved up or down Hollywood’s hierarchies of stardom and class
reshaping, they were in constant interaction with women in other positions within Hollywood on
a continuum. This reinforces the idea that as a labor force, women in Hollywood have
functioned as part of a common collective, in spite of the glamour-filled, hierarchising narrative
of the studio system. Film scholarship-- especially within feminist film studies—has increasingly
moved towards this viewpoint in recent years. Jane Gaines, for instance, in Pink-Slipped: What
Happened to Women in the Silent Film Industries? (2018), notes that Second Wave feminist
historians have typically spotlighted women directors and women in leadership roles and
neglected actresses, while “[n]either was there much interest in lower-level women'’s jobs filled
by extra girls, script girls, lab workers, and stenographers”.® This class-focused critique of
Hollywood is intended as a corrective to such disciplinary overdetermination. For this reason,
the project has particularly aimed at excavating archival and memoir evidence of instances of

cross-class, cross-racial, and cross-professional solidarity amongst women in Hollywood. Some

5 In Pink-Slipped: What Happened to Women in the Silent Film Industries? (Champaign, lllinois, 2018),
Jane Gaines identifies Monica Dall’Asta’s explorations of instances in the silent era where women created
“exceptional failures” and “beautiful failures” as a “stunning alternative option” to standard feminist
theorisations of the silent era (29).

8 Gaines, Pink-Slipped, 116.



case studies within this project bring to light shocking and forgotten instances of female
solidarity within Hollywood’s generally hierarchical lines. Thus, while the focus here is on
actresses, discussions of class in relation to non-performing women in the Hollywood system
remain ever-present.

The literature review will show how gender-based labour abuses have been primarily
addressed in studies of female stars’ contract litigations, yet very little thus far from the
standpoints of class, race, ethnicity, or affect. Both performance studies and film studies have,
relatively, just begun to investigate the role of actresses and other women in Hollywood from the
perspective of labour. This project provides a knowledge contribution to this subject. Following
the literature review, this introduction will illustrate the methodology and justify the selected
periodisation. In particular, it will explain the choice of some primary sources such as, for
instance, memoirs, fan magazines, and personal testimonies, sources that have been widely
used within feminist film historiography for over three decades but are read to new, specific
purposes here.” Furthermore, the use of these sources is also a self-conscious, political choice
on my part, as | consider them part of an alternative, non-institutional lineage in moving image

culture.

Review of literature

It took until 1948 to identify the importance of the actress in Hollywood as a social
archetype from a scholarly perspective. Simone de Beauvoir accomplished this in The Second
Sex with an extensive section not just on the actress in culture, but with specific discussion of
the American Hollywood star.? de Beauvoir's book is better known as a pioneering text of
women’s studies, less so for the attention that it brings to the actress in Hollywood as a new and
important cultural archetype of global womanhood. The discussion of the paradox of the woman
Hollywood star as both envied and imprisoned makes de Beauvoir’'s text not only an early, but
also extremely prescient reference in this review of literature. de Beauvoir’s treatment of the
Hollywood actress is all the more noteworthy when, as Hilary Hallett has pointed out, even to

the present “most historians’ unease with contemporary celebrity culture has complicated

7 Regarding the use of these types of sources see, among others: Jennifer M. Bean And Diane Negra,
eds. A Feminist Reader in Early Cinema (Durham, Duke, 2002); Julia Knight and Christine Gledhill, eds.
Doing Women's Film History: Reframing Cinemas, Past and Future. (Champaign, Illinois, 2015).

8 Simone de Beauvoir, Constance Borde, and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier. The Second Sex (New York,
Vintage, 2011).



historicizing and assessing what the fame of actresses has to teach about modern gender
roles.”

Kirsten Pullen’s Actresses and Whores: On Stage and In Society (2005) and Like A
Natural Woman: Spectacular Female Performance in Classical Hollywood (2014) both also
utilise case studies of what the author identified as “nodal moments” in the realities of both pre-
cinematic and Hollywood women. Pullen employs these examples to demonstrate how the lived
social reality of actresses did not match the fantastic lives sold in publicity.'® Pullen (like de
Beauvoir) also addresses the blurred lines between performance work, working-class shift work,
mistressing, and sex work that often marked the life of the pre-cinematic actress in both
American and European contexts-- patterns that, contrary to the Hollywood myth of the “Dream
Factory,” remained in place for filmic actresses throughout the last century. Evidence of such a
“blurred lines” lifestyle of the Hollywood actress as part of an experiential chain from pre-
cinematic historical archetypes will arise early in this project, via primary source reviews of
actress memoirs and interviews.

In addition to illuminating key histories of performing women in culture, this thesis project
is highly dependent upon American class theory, Marxist and non-Marxist interpretations of
American capitalism, and feminist materialist theory. It utilises specific nuances of American
history and culture to excavate and synthesize Hollywood culture and the fundamental
Americanness of its industrial organisation. It situates Hollywood as a particularly male-centred,
homosocial, gender-exploitative milieu, following Hortense Powdermaker’s anthropological
fieldwork findings of it in Hollywood, The Dream Factory: An Anthropologist Looks at the Movie-
Makers (1950)."" Utilizing Powdermaker’s interpretation of the studio era as one important
model, | look backwards to the roots of Hollywood’s corporate culture, to return to the origins of
its exploitative, misogynist, and racist traits.

Since Powdermaker’s 1950 book, scant similar work on Hollywood has been
undertaken, meaning fieldwork-based social science that surveys Hollywood as an
industrial/sociocultural milieu, able to be studied like any world culture.'? There has in fact been
what might be considered an alternative tradition of writings on stars as sociological subjects

with unstable status, following in the vein of Powdermaker, from outsider critics and sociologists

9 Hilary Hallett, Go West, Young Women!: The Rise of Early Hollywood (Berkeley, California, 2013) 27.
0 Kirsten Pullen, Actresses and Whores: On Stage and In Society. (Cambridge: 2005) 5; Kirsten

Pullen, Like a Natural Woman: Spectacular Female Performance in Classical Hollywood. (New
Brunswick, Rutgers, 2014).

" Hortense Powdermaker, Hollywood, the Dream Factory: An Anthropologist Looks at the Movie-Makers
(Eastford, CT, Martino Fine Books, 2013).

2 1bid.



like Danae Clark, Francesco Alberoni, and Alexander Walker.'® However, such arguments on
glamour as tool and the relatively powerless status of the star have not been at the centre of
academic star studies, for a number of reasons to be discussed. One of this project’s aims is
thus to augment its premises with theory from the above, and thus to contribute to further
reconfiguration of star studies towards the social sciences.

More specifically, while writers like Alberoni and Walker did in fact deconstruct the
industrial and ideological nature of the base of Hollywood some time ago, this was work that
came from outside of feminist film studies and lacked focus in gender. Thus additional,
gendered theorization of the (woman) star as sociological subject and socio-economic actor is
an ongoing job for film history.™ The approach employed in this thesis, then, looks specifically at
women in this performance system from an industrial-sociological perspective, adding labour
and class. It seeks to allow an entirely new understanding of women in Hollywood as labourers
in Hollywood professions to emerge.

When film studies as a discipline first became intrigued by the subdiscipline of star
studies in the late 1970s, the original impulse among scholars was to contend with stars in
terms of image and semiotics.'® It is commonly agreed upon that the discipline of star studies as
a scholarly field largely began with Richard Dyer, and the 1979 publication of his seminal Stars.
It is universally acknowledged that he brought credibility and scholarship to a field which had
previously almost exclusively consisted of fawning biographies and journalistic pieces. Prior to
Dyer, writings on the star had mainly been seen as unscholarly, basically echoing the tabloid
press or the Hollywood industry publicity machines.

Karen Hollinger, in her own 2006 study, The Actress: Hollywood Acting and the Female
Star, successfully undertook a very thorough task of situating the field of star studies
chronologically from theorist to theorist. In Hollinger’s clarification, “Dyerian star studies” did not

lack for development of performance theory in terms of the actor's body and subjectivity, as it

'3 Danae Clark, Negotiating Hollywood: The Cultural Politics of Actors' Labor. (Minneapolis: Minnesota,
1995); Francesco Alberoni, “The Powerless ‘Elite’: Theory and Sociological Research on the
Phenomenon of the Stars”. In Stardom and Celebrity, eds. Sean Redmond and Su Holmes (New York,
SAGE, 2007); Alexander Walker, Stardom: The Hollywood Phenomenon (Los Angeles, Stein and Day,
1970).

4 See Tino Balio, Grand Design: Hollywood as a Modern Business Enterprise, 1930-1939 (1996); Steven
Ross, Working Class Hollywood: Silent Film and the Shaping of Class in America (1998); David
Thomson, The Whole Equation: A History of Hollywood (2004); Allen John Scott, On Hollywood: The
Place, the Industry (Princeton, 2005). Thomas Elsaesser, The Persistence of Hollywood, (2012); Thomas
Schatz, The Genius of the System: Hollywood Filmmaking in the Studio Era (2004).

5 See Richard Dyer, Stars (1979); Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975); Judith
Mayne, The Woman at the Keyhole: Feminism and Women’s Cinema (1990); Richard de Cordova,
Picture Personalities: The Emergence of the Star System in America (2001).



never intended to work in such registers in the first place. Instead, the Dyerian mode of star
scholarship came into being to identify ideological meanings of the star-- and to explore the
semiotic relationship between the star, in their specific mythological meaning, and the spectator.
These early inroads into scholarly star studies did not choose to examine the experiences of
performing and working in cinema from labour, industrial, or sociocultural perspectives.
Hollinger rightly situates Dyer as the “seismic shift" of star studies.'® But in her 2006 work,
Hollinger also identified a fundamental gap at the heart of the dominant star studies that
followed him:

... star studies’ failure to adopt a political economy approach to stardom, which
would place it within an industrial context, and study stardom as a job among
others within the Hollywood film labor system."”

This is largely the reason why such semiotic and spectator theory-driven analyses have been
the primary legacy of star studies onward and to the present day. Counter-assertion that
perhaps stars, and women stars in particular, might exist on a continuum with either other
women working in Hollywood or working women spectators would come later, largely from
outsider, interdisciplinary perspectives. It was a decade and a half before such new,
sociocultural modes of star studies theory began to emerge and eventually thrive in their own
right within feminist film studies.

In addition to the sidelining of labour issues, early trends in academic star studies also
gave far less weight to the, by nature, completely gendered differences in the experience of film
stardom.'® These early forays into star theory laid a crucial foundation in thinking through the
apparatus and significance of stars, but largely considered stardom as an ungendered
phenomenon, or considered the star as male by default. Such focus on stardom as a discursive
formation was very prevalent in mainstream star studies at this time. John Ellis, in his article,
“Stars As a Cinematic Phenomenon”(1990), engaged in some discussions of labour, describing

“stars-as-workers,”'?, but he did not delve into how filmic culture treats performing men and

16 Karen Hollinger, “The Actress: Hollywood Acting and the Female Star”, 35.

7 |bid. 34.

'8 See Richard Dyer, Stars (London: BFI Pub: 1998); Richard Dyer, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and
Society (New York: St. Martin’s: 1986); John Ellis, “Stars as Cinematic Phenomenon”, in Star Texts:
Image And Performance in Film and Television, Jeremy G. Butler (Detroit: Wayne State UP: 1991);
Richard de Cordova, Picture Personalities: The Emergence of the Star System in America (Urbana:
lllinois: 1990).

9 John Ellis, "Stars as Cinematic Phenomenon”, in Star Texts: Image and Performance in

Film and Television, ed. Jeremy Butler, (Detroit: Wayne State: 1991) 306.
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women differently. Instead, within this and other studies, the actor tended to be presented as a
monolithic genderless type.

Following Dyer in the historiography of star studies, Richard de Cordova published
Picture Personalities: The Emergence of the Star System in America (1990), which brings
together cultural studies and film history to understand the early development of star discourse.
de Cordova’s primary engagement therein was not with gender, as his emphasis like Dyer’'s was
on the overall symbolic and ideological values of stardom. de Cordova's work is particularly
instructive as a window into the ambiguities of argument that surrounded the multiplicities of
identity between the film actor and their image. Such questions have plagued film scholars for
decades: what or whom is the “real” in film? Is it the image, character, or the living human
actor? What about the star image? Where does one end and another begin? These problems of
subjectivity and representation in visual culture were well articulated by Liz Conor in her 2004
monograph The Spectacular Modern Woman: Feminine Visibility in the 1920s: “[m]odern visual
technologies intensified the distinction between object and subject, but rendered ambivalent the
status of the object when reproduced as image”.?° de Cordova's approach is thus most valuable
towards this project’s discussion of the discursive and economic elements implicit in star
construction.?!

Cultural studies, including star studies, emerged in the second phase of the discipline’s
development, and included a vast array of gender-specific approaches. Feminist film
scholarship that came to prominence in this period is grounding to this thesis. Nevertheless,
labour has not to date been a prominent feature of this field. Women's cinema, as Teresa de
Lauretis has explained, was associated with either activist or experimental counter-cinema. The
discussion of women performers has been mainly limited to textual analyses. Second-
generation feminist film theory prioritised the critique of Hollywood as a system of
representation, of which film stars were a part, starting from Laura Mulvey’s aforementioned
statement about women stars and glamour. Such critique shifted away the anthropological and
economic focus found in de Beauvoir and Powdermaker’s critiques of Hollywood to the
psychoanalytic and the psychosocial. Such psychoanalytically informed readings proposed by,
among others, Mary Ann Doane, Kaja Silverman, and Pam Cook touched on the theorization of

the female star as a constructed image of male desire.

20 iz Conor, The Spectacular Modern Woman: Feminine Visibility in the 1920s (Bloomington, Indiana,
2004), 24.

2! Richard de Cordova Picture Personalities: The Emergence of the Star System in America (Urbana,
lllinois, 1990).
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Starting from the 1990s, feminist scholars like Giuliana Bruno, Patrice Petro, and Judith
Mayne began to write about women from historical viewpoints, simultaneously reflecting on the
overlook by their predecessors of women’s contributions to film culture.?? Jane Gaines, in her
aforementioned book, has explained the trajectory whereby feminist film studies of the 1970s
did not, surprisingly, opt into the “writing women into history” movement; in short, the leading
scholars were either involved in postmodern theorisation, or influenced by “anti-historicism”
driven by Marxist cultural studies’ distrust of humanism and valorisation of historic individuals.??
Nonetheless, the lack of concentration on materialist history explains only in part the scarce
attention paid to female stardom and acting from the viewpoint of labour and class.

Danae Clark’s Negotiating Hollywood: The Cultural Politics of Actors’ Labor (1995)
marks a particular moment for sociological analysis of the role of the actors in Hollywood. A
communication and cultural studies scholar steeped in Marxist perspectives, Clark chose to
consider Hollywood as exploitative socioeconomic system, falling within the realm of an American
capitalist-informed cultural industry. At the time Negotiating Hollywood was released, the work of
Cahiers du Cinéma editor Jean-Louis Comolli that considered the star system in Marxist terms--
as a system of workers’ exploitation— was both two decades old and a major outlier.?* Clark’s
premise is simple and elegant. Moreover, it has lent itself to solutions to some nagging and
complex problems that were points of contention in feminist film studies dominated by the
psychoanalytic, the semiotic, and reception theory. It is without doubt that ever-increasing work
on ethnographic and production studies, as well as research on actress relationships to capital,

contracts, working conditions, and other material concerns of women in film done by the next

22 An exhaustive list of the publications produced within this important area of feminist historiography and
theory would be impossible to compile here. These are some articles that helped to define the disciplinary
output: Jane Gaines, “Film History and the Two Presents of Feminist Film Theory.” Cinema Journal 44.1
(Fall 2004): 113-119; Patrice Petro. “Feminism and Film History.”Camera Obscura Vol. 1 Issue. 22. 8
(January 1990) 8-27; Lauren Rabinovitz. “Past Imperfect: Feminism and Social Histories of Silent Film,”
Femmes et cinéma muet : nouvelles problématiques, nouvelles methodologies. Spec. Issue of Cinémas
16: 1 (Fall 2005): 21-34; [1990] Catherine Russell. “Parallax Historiography: The Flaneuse as
Cyberfeminist,” Jennifer Bean and Diane Negra, eds. A Feminist Reader in Early Cinema. (Durham, Duke
University Press, 2002,) pp. 552-570; Janet Staiger, “The Future of the Past.” Cinema Journal, Vol. 44,
No. 1 (Autumn, 2004), pp. 126-129.

2 Jane Gaines, Pink-Slipped, 11; see also Annette Kuhn and Jackie Stacey, eds. Screen Histories: A
Screen Reader (Oxford, Clarendon, 1998); Diane Waldman and Janet Walker. Feminism and
Documentary (Minneapolis: Minnesota, 1999).

24 Jean-Louis Comolli and Jean Narboni, “Cinema/ldeology/Criticism (1).” Screen Reader 1:
Cinema/ldeology/Politics. London: Society for Education in Film and Television, 1977; Jean-Louis
Comolli, “Technique and Ideology”, in Comolli, Cinema Against Spectacle, ed. Daniel Fairfax
(Amsterdam, 2015).
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generation of feminist film scholars, all owe much to the simple shift in perspective enacted in
Clark’s approach.

Coming to star studies from cultural studies, Clark was openly critical of it, attempting to
trouble its margins rather than speaking as a member of the fold. In her introduction to
Negotiating Hollywood, she immediately threw down the gauntlet when she declared that this
book was not a book about stars in the traditional sense at all, and in fact barely fell within the
field of star studies. Bothered by the supremacy of textual analysis and the shunting off of
historical work, Clark wanted to discuss actor's roles and labour from a perspective left out of
mainstream film studies courses. She was both attempting to reconfigure the concept of star
and to interrogate the discipline of star studies and its semiotics via cultural studies
methodologies instead. Clark asked frankly to whom do star studies belong-- to the textual and
the psychoanalytic, or to the contextual and to those experiencing lived cultural struggle? From
the beginning, her stance was abundantly clear. As a neo-Marxist, Clark found star studies
disturbingly elitist and its chroniclers in thrall to the forces of capital and the studio mythologies.
Film studies and especially star studies had refused to demand entrée behind the curtain of the
dream factory to examine its material conditions, or to unearth its inequities.?®

The central premise of Clark's revisionist star theory was, to put it simply, to specifically
argue for the actor as a worker in the filmic system. With this shift in focus, numerous things
occur. Historical facts and artifacts in the way of contracts and salaries become ripe for film
studies analysis. The dream factory mythos is critically wounded. The actor regains subjectivity
and agency. The wall between spectator and star and the artificial subject/object divide is
broken down in favour of, instead, a perspective of a continuum of working subjects. The
scholar is no longer beholden to the speculative psyches of spectators or the possible symbols
of the star to create coherent theories of film performance. Clark’s shifts in star studies were not
a mere tweaking of theory. Rather, they grew out of her belief that star studies must be changed
into an ethical political project. In order to look at injustice, exploitation, and antisocial capitalism
as a force, the scholar must have the tools to identify the actress as a sociohistorical actor with
subjectivity and agency, working within a corporate system. She is neither an image nor a
persona. She is not both at some moments, one at others, and arcane mélanges of even more
identities at yet other times, as in some earlier film theory constructions. The actress is an

individual working in an industry.

25 Clark, Negotiating Hollywood (introduction).
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Within this work, Clark articulated the cultural studies implications for the subjectivity of
the cinematic actress. In addition, she was able to understand its implications for a vastly
reconfigured relational field between star and spectator:

[A]s social subjects who must navigate the gendered, racialized, and otherwise
politicized space of cultural practices, actors and spectators come to occupy
similar positions and to experience similar struggles in terms of labor power and
subject identity.?®

Within the text, Clark also accounts for instances of solidarity that go both ways on the
continuum of actress and spectator woman, as when she writes that “actors and spectators form
alliances that are vastly different from the narrow star (as-object)- viewer (as subject) relation
posited by mainstream film studies”.?” Such a cultural studies approach, inherently grounded in
uncovering labour and class inequalities, also includes the recognition of the fact that the vast
majority of actors never became stars at all. Therefore, their power relations with one another
and with spectators were neither glamorous nor simple. Situating the actress in the working
classes in this way, and not very far from her spectator at that, allows scholarship to establish
not boundaries but commonalities between actress and fan, as well as between actress and
women working in other areas of the Hollywood studio system, and even between successful
actress and “failure”. It does permanent damage to the dream factory mythos, and also allows
the feminist film historian to undertake new work in analysing the actress as working-class
subject.

Clark conceded that the work of writing this history would be enormous, and in fact
amount to the reconfiguration of a discipline and subdiscipline. To begin, the connection
between the film actor's labour and their subjectivity is unique in comparison with any other
profession, and this remains true even with a labour approach to film theory. Clark has offered
conclusions that can help to dispel the crisis of meaning of the image for scholars, by
encouraging historical analysis and acceptance of subjectivity. But what about the experiences
of the actors themselves? Clark recognised that “as subjects caught between their positions as
laborers and commodity images, they are involved in a conflict over the very terms of
representation”.?® Nevertheless she declared that:

a new understanding of the interrelationships among labor, subjectivity,
discourse, and history is necessary if cultural studies is to account for the
subjective role of film actors within the cinematic institution.?®

% Clark, Negotiating Hollywood 123.
27 |bid. 124.

28 Clark, Negotiating Hollywood 119.
2 |bid. 118.
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From the perspective of sociocultural and labour history in Hollywood, this changes the
conception of the performer. A living human subject with agency performed labour by acting in a
film. Their labour was the action. The filmic image is, fundamentally, the technological recorded
document of that actor’s labour in perpetuity. While there may be legal and economic disputes
as to who qualifies as the owner of the image and is legally allowed to reshow it, be it the actor
or their employers, the image remains, eternally, a reproduction, a facsimile. It does not take on
a ghostly subjectivity of its own. The performer is an individual who has produced work for a
system, just as a worker produces products that go out into the world.

Examining acting from the viewpoint of labour entails addressing legal and economic
aspects involved in this area of cultural production. This has been an area of investigation in the
institutional history of Hollywood since the 1970s, including studies focused on prominent
actresses such as, for instance, Bette Davis and Barbara Stanwyck.>® Yet incrementally over
the next two decades, an increasing number of feminist film historians begin to work with this
“new labour” methodology. By the 2000s, a new generation of film scholars had embraced the
labour studies approach to stardom so completely as to make it a formidable sub-stream of
feminist film studies in its own right. Articles, chapters, and then full-length monographs began
to be published in which the entire overarching mode of star studies was labour and cultural
studies.

American film historian Jane Gaines, in particular, became one of the first major figures
of feminist film studies to strongly pick up on the industrial and labour approach and adapt it to
new feminist methodologies. In the introduction of Negotiating Hollywood, Clark had cited
Gaines as one of the only other scholars she knew of to be looking into material conditions over
aesthetics and the fetishistic at this time. After Gaines' article "Dream/Factory” in 2000, there
was possibility for more sea change in feminist film studies. This meant that more scholars
began to analyse the star from the materialist labour point of view, and the star system from the
perspective of production and industrialisation. Five years after Negotiating Hollywood, Gaines
picked up where Clark left off, explaining that previously, a concern with film as industry had
been considered work for communication and cultural theory scholars. Film studies had been

meant to be separate, and to concentrate on auteurs, high theorisation, and formalist aesthetics.

30 Tino Balio, The American Film Industry (ed.) (Madison, Wisconsin, 1976); Cathy Klaprat, The Star as
Market Strategy: Bette Davis in Another Light.” In The American Film Industry, ed. Tino Balio (Madison,
Wisconsin, 1976); Janet Staiger, “Blueprints For Feature Films: Hollywood’s Continuity Scripts.” In The
American Film Industry, ed. Tino Balio. (Madison, Wisconsin, 1976); Tino Balio, Grand Design: Hollywood
as a Modern Business Enterprise, 1930-1939 (New York, Scribner, 1993); David Bordwell, Janet Staiger,
and Kristin Thompson, The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960
(London, Routledge, 2003).
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Gaines was instead here declaring that these divides had become artificial, explicitly citing “a
new flowering of industry studies within film studies”.®".Two years later, Gaines' essay “Of
Cabbages and Authors™ (2002) demonstrated her thinking and working in new sorts of industry
studies across multiple publications.

Since Gaines' initial articles, the numbers of feminist film scholars taking notice of the
labour studies approach to the star and to film history and incorporating it into their work have
grown. The labour studies approach to stardom, and particularly female stardom, moved from
marginal and neo-Marxist radical beginnings to a quite central methodology of feminist film
history of the next decade's writing, taken up by scholars like Adrienne McLean, Karen
Hollinger, and Diane Negra. In 2002, Negra wrote a labour studies single-star analysis article
intriguingly titled, “The Vamp as Canny Laborer and Uncertain Commodity: Pola Negri in the
Context of Industrial Production" for Jennifer Bean's anthology A Feminist Reader in Early
Cinema. It provides a good example of the shifts in the field at the time. In 2004, a first, book-
length labour study of one star appeared, in Adrienne McLean's Being Rita Hayworth: Labor,
Identity, and Hollywood Stardom. Its arrival showed the growing viability of this approach to the
star within feminist film studies and, perhaps, a move towards the same in mainstream film
studies as well. The book broke particular new ground in relation to the star and the
commodified body in performance via not only film acting but dance.

Early in McLean’s monograph, she cites Clark’s work as a strong source for her project.
She discusses the unequal power relations that define the movie star, asserting instead the
common experience of the actor and the spectator in terms of being labour subjects under
hierarchical power. McLean's one-star analysis approach is an effective one in such a vast and
multivalent task of centring labour in feminist film history. Within her work, McLean quotes
Jackie Stacey, famous as ethnographer of the fan and fan culture, who had remarked that it is
“puzzling” that “feminist work on Hollywood cinema has paid little attention to the stars”.3?
Today, this statement by Stacey is probably no longer accurate, demonstrating the evolution of
the field. McLean's project, in its weight towards the historical and biographical, showed the
progress of feminist film studies’ turn to labour.

In 2006, Karen Hollinger published The Actress: Hollywood Acting and the Female Star.
Such a text, with its interest in acting technique, embodied performance, and analyses of

individual actresses, would probably not have come into fruition in the pre-1990s conception of

31 Jane Gaines, "“Dream/Factory”, 106.
%2|n Being Rita Hayworth: Labor, Identity, and Hollywood Stardom”, McLean 14.
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the actress as immobile image or passive object. In it Hollinger specifically speaks to Clark's
legacy, saying that “although star studies have investigated many areas of stardom, two
important dimensions have been neglected: stars as auteurs and stars as workers within the
film industry”33. Hollinger wrote that through her “alternative” methods, “Clark has contributed
significantly to the study of acting as work by looking at what she calls the screen ‘actors’
subjectivity’ as it is shaped materially by ‘labor power practices’.”

Thus from the mid-2000s onward, increasing numbers of scholars have undertaken
labour studies of stars and industries. It is finally possible to make a legitimate case for the
labour studies approach to the star as not only the most effective entrée into some of the
problematics of star theory like class subjectivity, but the one that is the most aligned with
feminist scholarship. Yet to the present day, class theory has still not been undertaken in terms
of application to the Hollywood industrial-social system. Actresses have not yet to date been
situated in the same working-class continuum as the spectator women who idolised them. The
feminist film historian writings on the subject, while valuable, have not developed a specific
theory of actress class-- and this is the intervention into the literature of the field that | am
attempting with this project.

With respect to the concentric spheres of feminist film studies around this project, the
ethnographic-cultural history approach of this thesis mirrors Jackie Stacey's Star Gazing by
methodology. To date, much has been written by film historians working within feminist
frameworks like Stacey and Shelley Stamp (Movie-Struck Girls: Women and Motion Picture
Culture After the Nickelodeon, 2000) about working-class spectators and women as consumers
of popular culture. Their works provide a lexicon from which to evolve to a related discussion of
the working-class woman as performer, actress, class subject, and migrant to new Hollywood.
But instead of focusing on the now somewhat overdetermined spectator, | instead focus on the
experiences and class subjectivity within the film industry of the women who worked in it in all
capacities-- actress or not, success or not. New analysis is finally further informed by social and
cultural historians who have looked at the actress in early film, not to say the new institution of
film itself, from the perspective of migration and new industry and city for women: Hilary Hallett

and Heidi Kenaga, among others.3®

33 Karen Hollinger, The Actress: Hollywood Acting and the Female Star, 33.

34 |bid. 35.

3 Heidi Kenaga, "Making the 'Studio Girl': The Hollywood Studio Club and Industry Regulation of
Female Labour.", Film History: An International Journal 18, no. 2 (2006).
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Such a turn and its consequences also extend out from the specific concept of stardom
to a general remapping of the topography of feminist film history itself. If ways can be found to
open up the field so that virtually all film is fair game for feminist analysis, and a film can have
feminist merit through its woman-labour by a myriad of other positions rather than through a
sole creator and director, as in the women’s cinema model, the vibrancy and relevance of the
discipline is only increased. An actress can be envisioned as a film creator and a filmmaker

because she is a labourer.

To go even further, a methodology by which women who worked on a film in any
capacity are valued and examined as labourers and class subjects opens yet more avenues for
feminist film studies. If speaking in terms of labour, it becomes possible to interrogate the space
of not only the actresses, but of the screenwriters, the costume designers, the seamstresses,
the makeup artists, the secretaries of the producers, and the cleaning women at the studios-- a
cross-class and intersectional approach to film history that has been advocated in both feminist
film scholarship and popular and industrial culture in recent years.3® On January 1, 2018, Time's
Up released its manifesto for sea change for women in Hollywood, in the form of an open letter
in the New York Times. One of the most adamant assertions of both the manifesto and the
Time’s Up charter is that it is impossible for such a campaign to bring about ethical change if it
centres on multimillionaire star women and ignores women in working-class jobs in and out of
the film industry. It argues that such an approach would not only be useless but elitist,
reproducing of classist harms even as it might decry gendered abuses.®” Rather, a cross-class
approach vastly opens a space to talk about the labour of all creative/productive woman in film

through this shift in focus in star studies.

This thesis thus proposes, vis-a-vis its materialist and neo-Marxist approach, an alliance
between feminist film studies and first-person history as a kind of reclamatory historiography of
film and filmic culture. This is a part of the concept of historiographic justice that emerges as a
central concept by the final chapter of the project and its epilogue. It may hopefully prove
particularly relevant in theorising a new, post-MeToo approach to Hollywood’s history as of
2017. This is a truly democratizing, egalitarian, and liberating mode of enquiry, and one that is in

line with the political ideology and aims of feminist scholarship. Patrice Petro has put the

36 | would also note that in her chapter “Working in the Dream Factory” in Pink-Slipped (2018), Jane
Gaines called for this inclusion of forgotten histories of not only women directors or screenwriters in the
silent era, but of women clerical workers who have been completely erased.

37 “Open Letter from Time's Up.” The New York Times. January 1, 2018. Web.
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question directly to feminist film scholars, “Can a feminist film history be confined to a history of
film?”38 This project answers Petro’s question definitively in the negative. In doing so, it
demonstrates its historiographic commitment to evidence of labour conditions and classed
abuses in all film histories of actresses and other women in the Hollywood studio system.

Finally, it is important to ground the discussion of previous influences and literature
review of star studies, performance studies, and feminist film history in some useful, broader
review of concepts from contiguous cultural studies approaches and theorists. The combination
of accepted film and cultural historical research with theory from other disciplines potentially
allows for inventive interdisciplinary scholarship. Said external theory serves here to both
ground the politique and praxis of the entire project and to introduce concepts not just useful but
necessary from outside of the disciplinary constraints of film studies alone. In specific relation to
women and capitalism in filmic systems, it is indubitable that the Hollywood industrial social
model shaped the formation of many other national film industries around the world. Thus, it is
appropriate to contend with a slightly wider corpus of continental philosophy on gender, feminist
theory, and performance studies’ theories of labour before moving on to the central theoretical
ground of American social and labour history.

In particular, this thesis project incorporates concepts from materialist feminism and
cultural theorists, parallel to that of historians of women, labour, and performance, to read
women’s class position in historical Hollywood. Materialist feminism, in its reworking of male-
oriented Marxist economic theory through Second Wave feminism, as well as its historical view
that oppression is an inherent state for women in patriarchy, is an excellent lens through which
to view gender in the Hollywood system. For Christine Delphy, a foundational materialist
feminist, oppression of women is a materialist concern. Delphy has asked of the superstructural
insistence that misogyny and patriarchy are social-personal problems and not financial ones,
“Why do they do everything in their power to make it appear that women's oppression is
restricted to the superstructural, to 'ideological factors'?”3° As will be evident in chapter case
studies, this quote resonates with the disciplinary and publicity practices of male power studio
Hollywood at the height of its powers.

Foundational theory on the nature of masculinist-corporatist systems also draws heavily
from the work of a somewhat unlikely source, American fin de siécle economist Thorstein
Veblen. His ideas of the predatory nature of male business are applied to the Hollywood

system, and are in fact foundational to all chapters going forward. Similarly, Pierre Bourdieu has

38 Patrice Petro. Aftershocks of the New: Feminism and Film History. (Rutgers; New Brunswick: 2002) 44.
39 Christine Delphy. “A Materialist Feminism Is Possible.” Feminist Review. 4.1 (1980) 101.
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introduced several key discursive concepts across both class and gender studies to which |
refer often in this project— habitus, /a domination masculine, and real/symbolic forms of
violence.*® Bourdieu’s concept of /a domination masculine, formulated in the 1990s, is an
excellent addition here, offering a varied perspective to feminist theorists working on gender and
the status of women within male industrial systems. Understanding and moving past /a
domination masculine means looking at all institutions within any system. The fact that
Bourdieu’s most well-known work has been on class and can be situated alongside his related
foray into gender is even more of note for the purposes of this project.*' This Bordieusian
approach also allows the thesis to situate Hollywood within its various broader fields-- American
capitalism, entertainment and performance industries, publicity and tabloid journalism, the Los
Angeles business and social communities, and organised crime. Finally, Bourdieu’s well-known
concept of habitus is particularly applicable to analysis of the system created and behaviours
condoned by the studio heads, as is his conception of symbolic violence and its relation to overt
violence.

As previously mentioned, this work is grounded in Simone de Beauvoir’'s discussion of
Hollywood actresses, with The Second Sex (1949) as something of an ur-text. Feminist
theorists specialising in disciplines such as anthropology, philosophy, and labour and
performance history like Gayle Rubin, Luce Irigaray, Silvia Federici, and Judith Butler have all
continued with work in the vein of what de Beauvoir started through later decades.*? A
chronologically, geographically, and disciplinarily diverse group of feminist theorists have done
revisionist scholarship on the social importance of the performing and/or bartered woman as
feminine archetype, the performance of femininity, and the materialist body-use and exchange-
value of actresses in industrial systems. Most specifically of the group in relevance to this
project, Irigaray has written extensively on women’s bodies in the marketplace, use-value,
exchange-value, and exploitation-- all of which are most relevant in relation to discussion of
acttresses in a filmic economy. Irigaray is also well-known for her use of theatrical, performance,

and choreographic language and metaphor in her theorisation of the woman’s experience in

40 Pierre Bourdieu, Masculine Domination (Palo Alto, Stanford, 2001).

41 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (Cambridge, Harvard, 1984);
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culture.*® Also of particular interest in terms of Hollywood'’s studio-era actresses is Federici’s
work on the reproductive body and labour, reworked towards the concept of the unreproductive
body. Forbidden marriages, forced abortion, and induced emaciation all demand new discussion
as entertainment industry practices that precisely denied reproduction.**

The thesis also relies upon further related spheres of feminist theory. It utilises more
recent feminist analyses, born of Second Wave feminism and beyond, of bodily exploitation in
beauty culture and regulation written by Naomi Wolf, Susan Bordo, and Lois Banner, among
others. Wolf’s consideration of cosmetic surgery and analysis of “the surgical economy” in
relation to women’s bodies as one that “constitutes... a category that falls somewhere between
a slave economy and a free market”*® is one that remains incredibly useful and relevant to the
status of women in Hollywood, most especially in the studio era but arguably extending to the
present. In Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Culture, and the Body (1993), Wolf's contemporary
Susan Bordo offered a similar, specifically historicized interpretation of beauty practices in
writing that “the social manipulation of the female body emerged as an absolutely central
strategy in the maintenance of power relations between the sexes over the past hundred
years”.*® Both Wolf and Bordo have been foundational in establishing beauty standards and
body practices as cudgels employed by powerful men against agitating women— a concept to
be addressed in depth in all upcoming chapters.

Where the body meets not only the economic but the social and political is an
epistemological area which has been engaged with by both male and feminist theorists for
decades. Obviously for the purposes of this work, such theorisation needs to be extrapolated in
terms of gender. Judith Butler has notably written about both the socio-political aspects of
embodiment and the performativity of everyday life, and any theorisation of the performer’s body
in culture would be remiss without her. Butler's concepts of bodies that matter and the grievable
life are also very much applicable to traumatic case studies in upcoming chapters, as to the way
the system effectively silenced and defeated particular and forgotten women after abusing them.
In fact, the epilogue speaks to Butler’s theorisation of the grievable life to both situate class in
an intersectional context for women in Hollywood past and present, and to connect it to

contemporary race theory. Such a perspective amounts to a thinking through of class away from
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the disciplines of economics and political science: rather reimagining class in terms of which
(white, male, “successful”) lives matter more than others (those of women, people of colour, and
professional failures).

Mikhail Bakhtin notably situated the entire life as an act, one in which one creates the
self in the realm of the aesthetic by way of the body and the encounter.*” But how to move
beyond Bakhtin to conceptualise a modern industrial system in which the (female) body
becomes a factory construction of beauty for the profits of the capitalist bosses? Where the
remaking of the body is not self-directed, but external? Since the initial Bakhtinian musings into
the aesthetic body, ever evolving feminist work on body and beauty theory has been
undertaken. Just as this thesis project argues strongly for the continuation of the turn to labour
in feminist film history, there have been similar well-known labour turns in disciplines from
philosophy to performance studies. Rosalind Gill in particular connects all three labour turns- the
emotional, the aesthetic, and the creative.*® Where Naomi Wolf identified beauty as a feminist
issue in the 1990s, today feminist theorists like Rosalind Gill, Christina Scharff, and Michelle
Lazar are utilising concepts of affect and emotional labour to discuss the labour of glamour.*®
Interestingly, esteemed feminist film and cultural historian Lois Banner was a forerunner of this
approach as far back as 1983, with her key work American Beauty: A Social History Through
Two Centuries of the American Idea, Ideal, and Image of the Beautiful Woman.

The affective turn in feminist beauty studies and feminist aesthetics has further
developed into several camps. The feminist Foucauldian approach is particularly apropos to this
project, as it centres on control of the female body, and is notable for work from Bordo, Sandra
Bartky, and Jana Sawicki. Other feminist body theorists continue to work with psychology and
body image, or beauty in terms of feminist backlash-- specifically Naomi Wolf, Diane Negra,
Susan Faludi, and Yvonne Tasker.

As concern with emotional capitalism and affect under power and production has grown,
increasing theorization has been undertaken in these areas in the last decade by Eva lllouz,
Brian Massumi, Mike Featherstone, and Claire Colebrook, among others. Such recent scholarly

interest adds legitimacy to the assertion that this project must incorporate affect, trauma, and
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the experiential recountings of the first-person narratives of actresses who lived and laboured
under the Hollywood system. To this point, this thesis project situates alongside the work of
Jean McAvoy and Ana Elias, who have suggested explorations in affect that nevertheless do
not neglect the sociocultural.®® In this vein, this project contends that the way actresses
experienced and felt the Hollywood system is key to understanding its systemic abuses.

Along these lines, the mining of both memoir and interview also allows for the
employ of affective labour and trauma theory to excavate, parallel to labour history, an
emotional archaeology of the actress and working woman in Hollywood through history. It offers
a sharp contrast again to mainstream, masculinist histories of Hollywood and women in labour
systems that have shown little concern for the experiential. This theoretical discussion of affect
within systems of labour precarity and exploitation (especially from a performance studies
perspective) is augmented with conceptualisation by Judith Butler, Jose Mufioz, and Tavia
Nyong’'o, amongst others.%' Before contemporary performance studies as a discipline was
cementing theories of affective labour, Ernst Bloch was presciently occupied with the
relationship between trauma, hope, and the use of one’s own words and memoir as a
politicised, gendered form of hopeful speech.®?> Raymond Williams, too, was concerned with
structures of feelings within patterns of historicity in the sphere of cultural theory.®® All of these
have become theorists of note to the interwoven foci of this project.

Following feminist studies of beauty and affective approaches to labour, the other major
school of contemporary theory incorporated throughout this work are cultural studies
approaches to creative labour; specifically, the understanding of creative labour and of creators
as labourers. Popular amongst British academics, “the turn to cultural work” has gained more
and more ground in the U.K. with work from, once again, Rosalind Gill, as well as important
texts by Mark Banks and Stephanie Taylor. As Banks, Gill, and Taylor opened their 2014
anthology Theorizing Cultural Work:

After decades of being displaced in media and communication studies by a
focus on texts and audiences, and in sociological research on work by the study

%0 Aesthetic Labour: Rethinking Beauty Politics in Neoliberalism. Eds. Ana Sofia Elias, Rosalind Gill, and
Christina Scharff. (Heidelberg: Springer, 2017) 19.
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of industrial and service labour sector, the labouring lives of people working in
the cultural and creative industries are now firmly on the research agenda.*

Nearly all of the themes of this project echo such theoretical currents.

In 2018’s Race and the Cultural Industries, Anamik Saha has situated creative labour
theory as a new, amalgamated discipline, emerging in the last decade in response to the need
for a post-Bourdieusian sociology of art as cultural production.® His book speaks to concerns
that go back to Raymond Williams, suggesting the importance of moving past discussion of
aesthetics and meaning to understanding of how works are created. This would obviously be a
resonant approach for my own thesis, in its focus on how Hollywood’s production conditions
impacted its labourers. As Allison Trope notes in the specific case of Hollywood in 2011’s
Stardust Monuments: The Saving and Selling of Hollywood, “[m]uch of the storytelling and
mythmaking around Hollywood centers on the spectacle and monumental, often leaving its
industrial and institutional politics to the margins”.®® Not all creative industries, let alone film
industries, have formed under the same lines by any means-- either in terms of economy, or of
abuses and hierarchies. Saha, in his general discussion of creative labour theory, has noted
how these new approaches are meant to distance from Adorno and Horkheimer’s “crude
fatalistic vision” of one singular culture industry, in favour of “culture industries”.%” Such a
distinction is relevant to the early part of the thesis, as it examines the specific conditions under
which Hollywood was born and developed into its recognisable industrial-cultural iterations over
the studio period. It is acknowledged by its notable scholars that this emergent discipline lacks
historicity, and has to date been almost exclusively contending with the present. Thus in
particular, this project attempts to add a historical dimension to the emerging body of work in
creative labour.

Others have recognised that the affective turn, now so common across disciplines,
actually began in theatre and performance studies in the 2000s before gaining ground in other
disciplines. The project incorporates theory from performance studies surrounding the links

between performativity, precarity, and affective labour brought to the fore in performance
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studies recently by scholars like Rebecca Schneider, Nicholas Ridout, Shannon Jackson, and
others.®® The nature of labour that includes bodily performance, seductive performance, and
gendered performance, and its power imbalances and exploitations, must be grounded in
understanding of the emotional labour of such positions. How they relate to material issues of
capital, labour, and class are uniquely drawn through here. It is natural for this project to operate
in this area, especially alongside the case study theme of male executive power abuse and
actress trauma. Scholarship on affect produced in the last decade is another reinforcement of
the political justification of a project that validates the traumatic experiences of women who live
through abusive systems.

Further, this thesis is meant to spur interdisciplinary approaches to history. It turns
a much-needed cultural history lens on performance studies. This work takes the position of
historians Aviel Roshwald and Richard Stites in their study European Culture in the Great War:
The Arts, Entertainment, and Propaganda, 1914-1918 (1999), who note that “curiously enough,
historians of art, music, and theater have seldom entered or been invited into the broader
historical discourse”.®® Roshwald and Stites then went on to call for the necessity of not
bracketing off histories of arts and entertainment; but rather to look to mass culture and popular
culture to bridge the gap between political history and cultural history. While such work has
assuredly been undertaken since their plea,® it has still been primarily done within fields like
theatre, performance studies, and music rather than in more traditionalist history departments;
the need for respect for and incorporation of the arts into the latter still remains.

The thesis is essentially grounded in social science and economic scholarship through
its foundational use of Powdermaker and Veblen, and in its apposite critique of masculinist
histories of business and capitalism. Yet where a pure industrial history might focus on contracts
and data to critique such systems, this interdisciplinary cultural history approach instead

deliberately foregrounds instead what women said, wrote, and did about their own contracts and
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contacts with men in the business. Foundational here are theories of social history that have
looked to histories of the everyday and the pragmatic, which have strengthened as approaches
in recent decades. As one of the many proponents of this type of social history, Eugen Weber,
has reminded:

History [was] not just the epic of collective deeds, but the tissue of the times; not
just what happened, but to whom and how; not just wars and politics, the doings
of a relatively restricted group, but the way people lived - humbler and middling
people, and the rich as well - their food, their housing, the warp and woof of their
existence.®'

While far from the first historian to shift from extraordinary people to the history of everyday life
within systems, Weber’s status as a cultural historian doing this work within in the milieu of
twentieth century Los Angeles resonates with the project’s perimeters. Foundational film
historian Miriam Bratu Hansen affirmed such an approach by including in her seminal 1991
Babel and Babylon Ralph Waldo Emerson’s axiom that there is no history, only biography.®?
Particularly in a project with an ethos of repositioning the forgotten stories of women’s abuses in
everyday life, a kind of MeToo-ing of history, such a re-centering of the everyday and away from
“truth” as written exclusively by or about powerful men and measured by wars, governments, or
corporate and legal records is absolutely vital. Along these lines, this project is intent on
challenging and disrupting a male-centred and male-absolving view of Hollywood history, an
underlying goal through all chapters and choice of sources.

This literature review has hopefully demonstrated that an alternative reading of the
status history of women in Hollywood must do two things simultaneously. Firstly, it must
carefully trace film studies, specifically in the sub-disciplines of film history, feminist film history,
and star studies, for the precise scholarly understandings of the star and women in film that now
beg revisiting. Secondly, such work must not at all limit itself to scholarship from the discipline of
film studies. Instead, foundational research should and must be drawn from varied fields.
Feminist theory, sociology, economics, performance studies, cultural studies, history, and

philosophy are all vital within the major questions of this project.

Periodisation
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The specific, classed nature of this project focuses upon Los Angeles via not only its
utterly unique position as the first world metropolis in history powered by film and performance,
but also by the highly American and yet quite singular corporate structure it then developed. |
argue that the emergent class moment | am identifying for actresses in Hollywood cinema is
very much predicated upon the unusual cultural nature of southern California in the early
twentieth century. Migratory, geographic, corporate, ethnic, and gendered circumstances of
power allowed the studio system not only to take hold and become dominant for decades, but to
create a uniquely unimpeachable structure whose power was underwritten, specifically, by
masculinist practices and misogyny.5

At the same time, in both film studies and cultural studies there is awareness that there
have been a multitude of Hollywoods, each with different semiotic meetings, different sub-
identities, and different relational dynamics. Periodisation and understanding of shifts
throughout the studio era and beyond are most well-defined through the use of primary sources.
This is why, as the themes of this project coalesced, | ultimately came to focus most tightly on
the decades of ascendant, peak studio dominance as the centre of its case studies.
Conceptualisation on periodisation from de Cordova, Hansen, Petro, and Vivian Sobchak has
been useful in delineating this necessary aspect of the project.®*

As this thesis makes a specific argument about the male-centred, corporatist nature of
the studio system, the studio era is an ideal framework to use for the body of the work in its
case studies. This sets the centre of my focus and the bulk of the case studies from
approximately 1915 to 1950. This approach allows for case studies to begin in the early, more
egalitarian Hollywood of the 1910s, to contrast with the encroaching studio capitalist era that
began in earnest in the 1920s. More specialised focus to the “high studio period” takes the
project through the peak of beauty, body, performance, and publicity industrial precision in the
high-water years of the studio system, and thus is especially built around the 1920s and 1930s.

While the primary focus of the project occurs over the above two decades, the epilogue briefly
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touches on future work to be done on the post-studio era from the 1960s to the present. The
final section utilises some of my 2014 Los Angeles oral history fieldwork, and asks critical
questions about how current phenomena fit into the thesis of class and women as labourers in
the Hollywood economy. It also offers some specific realms of inquiry towards which to point
future, ongoing scholarship. Finally, the work concludes speaking to the radical shift and
potentialities brought about the unforeseen MeToo revolution of 2017.

Similarly, the choice of the case studies should also be contextualised and justified. The
selected examples do not mean to assert universal truth about actresses in the studio system.
Instead, they provide a diversified sampling of the conditions of actresses throughout the history
of Hollywood. To this effect, the corpus includes primary and secondary sources on major stars,
peripheral or obscure starlets, and aspiring actresses. Performance historian Kirsten Pullen has
explained the importance of biography in scholarship on the lives of actresses via her use of
“nodal moments”-- specific contested points in the case studies that return as thematics through
the lives of many of the women.®° As she asserts in justification of her subjects and this
methodology in Like a Natural Woman (2014), “case studies are a crucial methodology for

investigations of the interplay between stardom and ideology”.®

Materials, sources, and methodology

A sociological understanding of the Hollywood actress as a labour subject crucially
involves drawing on primary sources based on interview and memoirs. This section strongly
asserts the need to recognise women’s own writing and voice. This type of evidence amounts to
a form of reclamative history, reconstituting the Hollywood actresses through her own testimony
and opinion. In addition to the primacy of memoir and interview, this project relies on primary
sources fan magazine articles, newspaper pieces, and even gossip columns as evidentiary of
cultural milieu-- but with much skepticism towards their specific historical facts or the times they
purport to speak in actress voices. Thus, this study does draw from primary source fan
magazines such as Photoplay, Look, and Movie Mirror, amongst others. These magazines are
highly historically instructive as relates to the social coding of the good life, the acceptable life,

and the transgressive, alternative, or bohemian life. Their normativity and pedagogy make them
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today particularly rich and weighty as cultural texts when it comes to historical and gendered
matters of class.

There are challenges in employing such sources in historical work, and they must be
addressed openly. The largest problem intrinsic to this specific project is how, precisely, to
provide an accurate social, class, and gender history of Hollywood, a cultural industry known for
mastering the art of concealing its politics, motivations, and working conditions. In other words,
the question of how to study an industry and culture that was specifically built on lies and
concealment from its foundation, while reading through its own inaccurate texts as source
material, is baked into the methodological concerns of such a study. Thus, particular attention is
given to the methodological problem of how to utilise non-traditional sources like fan magazines,
gossip columns, and even hate mail for scholarship purposes. Studio documents as well are
highly questionable sources when it is known just how much they were filled with untruths and
cover-up; at times the lies and conspiracies found in them become part of the history itself. In
terms of studio publicity materials, fan magazine articles, and many studio documents, | would
assert that they are best utilised against the grain-- reading them assuming falsehood, and
interrogating instead what systemic value they are reifying or wrong they are obscuring.

Traditional historical and film scholarship is central to the project’s research. At the same
time, the use of cultural-textual evidence from film, television, literature, social media, and digital
humanities platforms engaged in history are employed here in the register of social justice
through historic reclamation projects. The reading of gendered Hollywood class will be
particularly interwoven with the analysis of both filmic texts and fiction. Textual analysis of a few
choice films that speak to women and class or draw attention to the class of the actress-
performer augments both the cultural and labour studies and figures into discussions of
performance, affective labour, and conflation of actress and character. Such analysis employs
some of the Hollywood film texts that are ripe for gendered class analysis; texts that speak to
discussion of class, or those in which the actress’ class status is prominent in either subject
matter, characterisation, or performance (The Saturday Night Kid (1929), Baby Face (1933),
Stella Dallas (1937), The Women (1939), Fifth Avenue Girl (1939)).6” The chapters also work
into actress case studies some discussion of filmic texts from various periods that speak to the

problem of the actress in economy, class and society in Hollywood. This list includes surveys of
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“backstage” films such as Gold Diggers of 1933 (1933), Moulin Rouge (1934), and Stage Door
(1937).%8 Finally, this interwoven, interdisciplinary textual analysis is also augmented by fictional
literary accounts of the dystopian milieu of Hollywood in its situation in greater Los Angeles,
such as They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? (1935), The Day of the Locust (1939), What Makes
Sammy Run? (1941), The Last Tycoon (1941), and The Little Sister (1949).%°

Actress recollection as central primary source, spoken and written

Similar methodological justifications and concerns about truth and accuracy are raised
around the use of actress biography, memoir, and interview. In recent years, feminist film
historians like Christine Gledhill and Julia Knight have illustrated new feminist historiographic
practices via the use of such sources.”® Jane Gaines has described this specific work required
of feminist film history as going beyond drawing attention to women directors or themes of
women’s issues in films. Rather, in Gaines’ equation, feminist film history must now be a
multistep process of “recovery, revision, restoration, and crucially, rectification of wrongs”.”!
Within this process must sit an understanding that inaccuracies, concealments, and omissions
will be intrinsic. As Gaines notes, feminist film historians have never and do not now pretend to
reach a state of perfect truth. The methodology employed in this thesis follows the model of the
editors of the Columbia Women Pioneers Film Project in dealing with these common issues in
scholarly film historiography, when they write that “we now approach memoirs as a construction,
or a blend of memory, fact, and fictionalization”.”?> Similarly pertinent is feminist film historian

Ruth Barton’s explanation that we use memoir “not to assert the primacy of the individual’'s own
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interpretation of her life story but to explore the intertextuality of biography and performance”.”
In sum, it is contended that the personal details present in each memoir are of lesser import
than the broader composite they provide of lived industrial/economic/sociocultural realities for
women labourers in Hollywood.

History that takes into account and includes women through their own voices
is, quite literally, a revisionary, political act of scholarship. Biographies and memoirs read
against the grain of the glamour ideology of Hollywood and with a new focus towards class and
labour issues are heavily utilised here. Uncovering of the ways that actresses have constructed
their own personae or written or erased their own histories through memaoirs is particularly
important as relates to this project’s work on class. Case studies devote most attention to
actresses whose memoirs engage specifically with their class origins and status or their
experiences as labourers-- Louise Brooks, Frances Farmer, Bette Davis, Joan Crawford, Ava
Gardner, and Ginger Rogers, to name a few. Memoirs, oral history, and other actress speech
are especially important from non-white actresses in terms of intersectional racial reckoning with
white supremacist studio Hollywood, and thus the viewpoints of women like Lupe Velez, Hattie
McDaniel, Meareane Jordan, and Theresa Harris are invaluable.

In terms of the primary sources employed in this thesis project, another unique
contribution to scholarship lies in its oral history methodologies. In 2014, | was awarded a two-
month travel fellowship by my home institution, Concordia University, to go to Los Angeles for
doctoral research. Within the research process | was able to interview twenty-six women of all
ages and levels of success who have worked in various positions over decades of Hollywood
history. The women interviewed had a fascinating variety of circumstances: fame or anonymity,
great wealth or impoverished precarity, and success or struggle and failure. The interview
aspect of this project focused on actresses but also included a large sample of women in all
other careers in film- directors, producers, screenwriters, editors, agents, assistants, coaches,
and composers, among others. The living archive of women and marginalised peoples, in the
form of interview and stories that contradict and reshape the mainstream historical record, is a
priceless and non-renewable resource. Interviewing elderly women, who have a base of
knowledge about women's lived experience in the early twentieth century, for example, blurs the
distinction between past and present. It also blurs the line between the scholarly and the
everyday experiential. All of these unique and challenging primary sources are employed in

service of the central point of the thesis: they aim to demonstrate precisely how labour and class
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conditions perpetuated highly unequal power relations and exploitation upon women working in

Hollywood.

Notes on some semantic choices

Class Acts, as a title, is evocative of the fundamental questions of the performing woman
as class actor. It reminds that this archetypal performing woman, in both historical and
contemporary contexts, is always both enacting class and having class enacted upon her as
she navigates sociocultural and industrial milieus. Its doubled and other meanings in
colloquialism and wordplay that comment on class in the Hollywood milieu will be addressed in
later chapters.

It is also necessary to include in this brief section on linguistic choices a clarifying note
on terminology in regard to the choice of the word “actress” throughout the thesis. The twenty-
first century’s preferred reference for women performers is “actor”, as a principle of gender
neutrality. Today it is largely agreed-upon terminology as part of the acknowledgement that
women performers should never have their labour devalued, sexualised, or differentiated as
lesser than that of male performers given the privilege of being called “actors”. In the majority of
performing circles, the term “actor” denotes craft and seriousness of profession and using it to
describe women performers is characterised as, finally and correctly, giving them their due. This
linguistic shift, born of Second Wave feminism, meant to shake off the title of “actress” with its
perceived tawdry associations of sexual availability and other pejoratives. At the origins of the
scholarly discipline of star studies, Richard Dyer took a clear stance against the term “actress”,
writing in 1979, "[t]he term 'actress' to me seems to have strong connotations that both belittle
and trivialise women actors”.”* | choose, to the contrary, to maintain the term “actress” within
this work.

This choice is employed while still respecting and with full awareness of contemporary
shifts in language in industrial contexts, applied in line with feminist progress. There are several
good reasons for maintaining the gender-differentiating term “actress”. The most important lies
in the paramount importance for historians to diligently avoid anachronistic slippage. To that
point, | maintain the term “actress” not only because this project is a social and cultural history,
and performing women were known as “actresses” for the majority of the time period to be

discussed in this text. | also maintain the word because this thesis deals with precisely the class
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and labour problems that arise alongside everything “actress” has meant in society throughout
time, particularly to men with power: a public, working woman, generally conventionally
attractive, sexually available, or otherwise on the market. For centuries, the term has also
connoted the worst misogynistic perceptions of perceived feminine traits-- dishonesty,
untrustworthiness, the tendency to scheme, engage in dramatics and histrionics, emotionality,
narcissism, or attention-seeking.

The history of the actress in culture is a vital aspect of understanding the broader place
of women within social history. As this work is intrinsically informed by the paradox of the
actress position in societies and engages with these pejorative generalizations, it is imperative
that the terminology be historically and linguistically accurate and thus not updated for more
egalitarian times. We must contend with precisely these stereotypes and injustices in order to
reclaim a different history for a group of women in a historical labour milieu. | note that important
scholars of film history, cultural studies, and performance studies like Rosamond Gilder, Kirsten
Pullen, and Tracy Davis have also chosen to maintain the term of “actress” for similar reasons
of historical accuracy.”

| have also chosen to maintain the term “American” within this thesis to refer to the
culture, history, and identity of people from the United States of America. Recognising that the
adjective “American” is contentious in global and postcolonial/Latin American studies contexts, |
choose to retain it here as descriptive. This choice has been taken due to the persistence of
ideas of Hollywood as “American cinema, “the American Dream”, and a specific concept of
capitalist-masculinist “Americanness” that | attempt to define and uncover within the Hollywood

industrial system.

5 See Rosamond Gilder, Enter the Actress; the First Woman in the Theatre. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
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Chapter 1
Way Out West: History/Theory, Gender/Race, and the United States of Class

Franklin Avenue, Los Angeles, c. 1900
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“When man’s place was maintained by brute force, it made him more brutal: when his place was
maintained by purchase, by the power of economic necessity, then he grew into the merciless

use of such power as distinguishes him to-day.”

- Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic Relation Between
Men and Women as a Factor in Social Evolution (1898)

The introduction’s literature review attempted to demonstrate that there has been a slow
climb, over many decades and across quite a few disciplines, towards scholarship that would
analyse women in Hollywood as labour and class subjects. Yet while scholarship has had its
own interests and movements, a parallel disinterest in women in Hollywood as exploited
workers was a much stronger force from the sociocultural and industrial arenas. A combination
of the two may be why it took until 2017 to witness a serious sea change in terms of women and
labour conditions there, in the form of MeToo and its corollary Time’s Up movement. It is true
that women have attempted to speak about injustices of the Hollywood system for decades; in
fact, much of the case study material in this thesis excavates precisely such writing and speech.
It could be said that such charges have been hiding in plain sight for decades within the popular
culture; and that in such a broadly misogynistic American space, women were simply not
listened to with a level of seriousness prior to the Weinstein moment and all that has followed it.

Yet additionally, the problem of recognition of women’s subordinate status in Hollywood
has not been one of mere messaging. Rather it has been one stymied by the lack of
acknowledgement, for decades, as to how fundamentally and structurally chauvinistic the
Hollywood system has been at its base-- not merely in terms of personal relations, but in its
fundamental economic underpinnings. In actuality, in this case it is necessary to go back to the
beginning of the United States and American experiment to begin to understand the country’s
curious relationship to class at all, before then applying it to gender. Such a reckoning also
requires exploration of the history of class in the American social sciences. Both also begin to
offer insight into some of American society’s parallel difficulties with gender and race. Further,
an exploration of the way class has operated as a masculinist force in American history and
culture does indeed segue into the roots of Hollywood. It helps to offer a much more complete
understanding as to how Hollywood as both industrial and social space became what it did, and

how such an organisation endured into the current century.
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A large part of the famed myth of the American Dream, one that had developed over a
century and came to be so heavily leaned-upon by the studio founders for their own purposes,
can be traced back to Revolutionary-era political thought and philosophy. In the late eighteenth
century, Thomas Jefferson actively attempted to standardise his position that class did not exist
in the new American experiment. In his “Etats Unis” (1786), Jefferson made the fantastical
assertion that “[n]o distinction between man and man has ever been known in America... the
poorest labourer stood on equal ground with the wealthiest Millionary”, and that beggars were
unknown in the new nation.? Going further, Jefferson claimed a beatific lack of class
consciousness in the hearts and minds of all Americans when he wrote that “of distinctions by
birth or badge”, Americans “had no more idea than they had of existence in the moon or
planets”.® These are American self-conceptualisations of a classless society that have carried
over through three centuries.

While Jefferson was at the time of this writing the American minister to France, his
assertions were no doubt informed by those espoused by Thomas Paine a decade earlier, in his
famed Common Sense. As historian Nancy Isenberg writes of Paine in her recent revisionist
study that offers a corrective to a classless notion of American history (one from which this
project draws heavily), White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of Class in America (2016):

In two breezy paragraphs, he coupled the distinctions of class and sexual
difference as phenomena beyond present political concern. They were differences
derived from nature, effects that had come about by accident. They simply were.
Class disparities did not rise to the level of justifying revolution....*

As a capitalist, Paine thought that commerce and its accompanying hierarchical strata were
natural, and that it was only monarchy that was unnatural. As Isenberg explained, Paine
“presumed, incorrectly as it turns out, that class would take care of itself”.?

In fact, as Isenberg deftly lays out in her work, “[b]Jeyond white anger and ignorance is a
far more complicated history of class identity that dates back to America’s colonial period and
British notions of poverty”.® Class distinctions, hierarchies, poverty, and injustice were present in
the white American occupying colony from the foundation of Jamestown. With a quote that
could have been reworded into modern English and been perfectly at home at an Occupy Wall

Street protest in the 2010s, we might far precede Jefferson and turn to John Smith in his 1624
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Generall Historie of Virginia: “This dear bought Land with so much blood and cost, hath onely
made some few rich, and all the rest losers”.’

Thus, as the United States was still beginning to solidify its central myth encapsulated
under the self-made man, the Horatio Alger story, and the obsession with bootstraps, Isenberg
explains that as early as the 1780s, literally the first years of the new nation:

Wealth was being transferred upward, from the tattered pockets of poor farmers
and soldiers to the bulging purses of a nouveau riche of wartime speculators and
creditors- a new class of ‘moneyed men’.”®

By the 1850s, during the long period of the genocide of Indigenous peoples, the doctrines of
American expansion promised any industrious white man the start of a new life with his own
land. Isenberg noted that, in reality, laws were being passed that rewarded speculators who
never lived on the land they purchased.® In actuality, there was faint hope for the landless to
ascend to the landed class.

A primary concern of this dissertation is placing Hollywood within the larger context of
American systems of inequality across gender and race. Intersectionality is a fundamental
perspective in my analysis, given that the exploitation of gender and racial minorities in the
workplace-- a prominent issue in Hollywood-- has been and still remains a vastly overlooked
issue in American public discourse. It can be safely argued that much inequality has sustained
itself because the U.S. has steadfastly maintained its foundational myths on opportunity and
classlessness. Situating the American mythos in 18" century and frontier discourses, Isenberg
has explained that “American dislike for the idea of class is deeply rooted in the colonial and
revolutionary experiences of this first new nation of the modern era”.'® Americans became
deeply invested in a populist/nationalist self-conception that positioned them ideologically as the
antipodes of European class-based society. In this self-conception, almost everyone was
middle-class, poverty was nonexistent, and hard work could get one anywhere. One can see
how by the later nineteenth century the symbolism of the Alger story and Ellis Island were a
perfect fit for Americans’ vision of themselves. As a result of these myths, Isenberg explains,
“Americans lack any deeper appreciation of class”,'" or of “the curious and complicated story of

America’s class identity”.
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Isenberg goes a step further in identifying this deep-seated American attitude towards
class, noting that “Americans do not like to talk about class. It is not supposed to be important in
our history. It is not who we are”.'? Yet crucially, Isenberg explains that while eschewed in
American myth, class distinction remained an overdetermined prejudice and bias in reality. As
she puts it, As she details, “not only did Americans not abandon their desire for class
distinctions, they repeatedly reinvented class distinctions”.'®> Hence, she concludes, “[ijn the
face of social upheaval, as so many old boundaries and prejudices shifted, Americans generally
denied what they remained: highly class conscious”.’

Furthermore, American exceptionalism has always been built on myths that have been
borne out less by reality than by contradictory ideologies. For instance, the belief that the U.S
had no classes somehow existed side by side with the idea that its upper class should be
genteel and philanthropic. In Champagne Charlie and Pretty Jemima: Variety Theatre in the
Nineteenth Century (2010), Gillian Rodger cited Martin J. Burke’s assertion that “Americans
have long found ways to delineate class distinctions while also maintaining that they are
committed to a classless society”."®

Values around class, mobility, and money in the new American context continued to
evolve and coincide with “modern” ideas. In The Making of Middlebrow Culture (1998), Joan
Rubin explained how dating back to the colonial period, American upper-class status (again, to
be discreetly considered nonexistent) was not just meant to be gauged by manners, elegance,
and wit in beautiful homes. This was considered mere “drawing room performance” and
European style finery.'® American aristocracy should combine these mere practices with
character traits like tolerance and reason. Vulgar flash and fashion for fashion’s sake were
looked upon with disdain, while good taste and “gentility” were all-important.'” This philosophy
of gentility reached its peak in the Arnoldian era of the mid-nineteenth century. Though British,
Matthew Arnold’s exhortation of good living and good culture, turning against hedonism and
over-emphasis on industrialisation, became massively influential in the U.S.

This schizoid approach to class even extended to actual pathological levels of denial in
more than one of the modern works consulted in this project. Isenberg has commented upon the

phenomenon of upper-class Americans, in particular, being uncomfortable with talking about
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class, suggesting that even the very use of the term “class” itself is decidedly not upper-class."®
Subjects report being ashamed of their secret feelings of superiority toward their fellow
Americans. Steven Ross opens the introduction to his Working Class Hollywood (1998) with a
somewhat shocking anecdote from biographer Stephen Birmingham. When Birmingham was
young, he mentioned something about lower-class people to his mother, at which point she

“

slapped him: “There are no classes in America!’ Then she said, ‘of course there are, but we
never talk about it’.""°

Such deeply internalised historical positions have accounted for quite a few peculiarities
of the American populace and social structure, from low union membership to the use of “class
warfare” as a highly effective insult and stopgap to numerous political debates. In recent
decades the Jeffersonian conceit that the United States is and has always been a classless
society has become a particular right-wing canard, with Isenberg scathingly calling out the
perpetuation of the myth by far-right, eugenics-promoting academic Charles Murray in his 2012
book Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960-2010.2°

In fact, Americans are as adept as any peoples of the world in judging people by
markers like clothing, education, and level on the social ladder, as well as at placing themselves
somewhere on that ladder; they just prefer not to say it out loud. In Working Class Hollywood,
Ross cites E.P. Thompson’s assertion that class “is a cultural as much as an economic
formation”.?" Thus American cultural history is quite marked by this confused denial of class;
one that somehow exists simultaneously astride a Bourdieusian understanding of elites and
hierarchies, money, power, and access, and manners, lifestyles, and habitus.

In addition to discomfort and outright denial, Gillian Rodger posits in Champagne Charlie
and Pretty Jemima that “[o]ne of the difficulties in discussing social class in the United States is
its extremely fluid nature”.?? This fluid nature will become a massively important point as this
thesis situates women’s class status in Hollywood in east to west migration, and in the transitory
nature of the city of Los Angeles. Later sections of the thesis introduces the class order shaken
by the first global stars of the 1920s and delve more into the ambivalent concept of a new

American “parvenu aristocracy” .z
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By the later nineteenth century and the vast and suspiciously acquired fortunes of the
robber barons, the American landscape around class and aristocracy had changed yet again. In
a rhyming of history that occurs many times in the chapters of this project, later chapters situate
the massive fortunes made by the emergent moguls in Hollywood in lineage with those of the
robber barons decades before. Excavating Hollywood’s corporate structure allows one to
classify it as based upon similar nineteenth century exploitative practices, ones that Lois Banner
has called “the conquest of the resources of a continent by industrial buccaneers”.?* In The
Incorporation of America: Culture and Society in the Gilded Age (1982), Alan Trachtenberg also
delineated the social structure that enabled the era of the robber baron and prefaced the studio
founders as a new robber baron class:

In railroad monopolies, combinations, conspiracies to set rates and control traffic,
lobbies to bribe public officials and buy legislatures, the nation had its first taste
of robber barons on a grand scale.®

It was an American era of empires created via family dynasties and speculators, while
built on the backs and deaths of immigrant workers. About the railroad barons of the later
nineteenth century, Louis Hacker has written, "[t]hey pursued their game of war on each other
with zest and without mercy".?® An 1886 congressional committee described Rockefeller’'s
unconstitutional Standard Oil and its 90% market share thusly: “its settled policy and firm
determination is to crush out all who may be rash enough to enter the field against it;... it
hesitates at nothing in the accomplishment of this purpose”.?” As Trachtenberg went on to note,
“[tlhe more colorful methods included threats, fraud, chicanery, and open violence".?8

The Gilded Age robber baron class not only anticipated the new Hollywood power elite in
their use of conspiracy, crime, and collusion with government, but also in their Veblen-defined
modus operandi of conspicuous consumption. Within her truly interdisciplinary studies of
fashion, beauty, and film, Lois Banner has also written about the history of the American upper
class. Banner situates the massive fortunes of the Gilded Age and its accompanying palaces in
Newport and the Hudson Valley as built on speculation and, once again, postwar plundering

(this time the Civil War).?° She describes a byzantine business world peopled by men “absorbed
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in the details of the intricate corporate structures they had created”,*° with wives who shaped
their own insulated high society. As Trachtenberg remarked upon this American Gilded Age
elite:
Their power to attract attention, even as objects of criticism and scorn as well as
envy” derived from the massive and elegant structures they erected, from homes
to museums and libraries. 3
This was the era of philanthropy, and the democratising of high culture via museums, parks,
orchestras, and libraries for the people. Civic buildings were no mere altruism: "[s]uch display
made perfectly plain who ruled the society".*

Such class grounding situates the sociocultural foundations on which Hollywood was
able to form. Even as its founders came from completely different class and ethnic backgrounds
than the nineteenth-century robber baron philanthropists, said founders also learned how to
obscure both origins and criminality with high style and the trappings of power. Moreover, this
type of economy prefigured Hollywood’s in its imposing of a vertical structure modelled on that
of previous successful American industries: ruthlessly exploitative and discriminatory to all but
white men.

In addition, many American social scientists have contributed over decades to the
consolidation of a positive image of the nation’s male-centred capitalism, again reinforcing the
false idea of the American classless society. W. Lloyd Warner, for instance, writing in the 1940s
identified “the century of the common man”.®3 Even into the 1960s, most Americans granted that
there might be “influence” in society, but not groups of elite businessmen who held the majority
of power.34

This ideology is alive and well across American culture today, both preached in
suburban megachurches and part and parcel with the worship of Wall Street. As one corporate
executive explained to economic sociologist G. William Domhoff within his research in the
1980s: “three out of four feel that the role of profits is very clear- it's for the good of the
country... It's moral to have a profit system because then, truly, the deserving get rewarded”.*
Such a kind of corporate Calvinism sets the structure where those in charge are meant to be in

charge, and is not a far leap to the understanding that they can do no wrong. Besides a
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perhaps-unconscious religious foundation inculcated into Domhoff's executive interviewee, this
intrinsic belief in the goodness of capitalism and the goodness of American order have other
roots as well, some that again return us to Jefferson and beyond. Domhoff has cited the laissez-
faire liberalism of Locke, Hume, Montesquieu, and the Founding Fathers as “the underlying
principles of the American belief system”.3® As Domhoff explained:

[tihese principles emphasize individualism, free enterprise, competition, equality
of opportunity, and a minimum of reliance on government... Popularly speaking,
these values are known to most citizens as plain “Americanism”.3’

In fact, these can all be recognised as qualities of “Americanism” that, unchecked, can end in
extreme exploitative systems or sociopathy. This analysis provides a base from which to
approach the way the Hollywood system formed and treated its less-equal members.

The persistence of such contradictory class myths makes this project all the more
necessary and pressing. American self-identity has clearly never been honest about the most
basic structures of its own society, in terms of class, gender, or race. It is naturally even more
difficult within such a society, then, for a conception of women as an abused, exploited class in
the capitalist male system to be accepted. Based on the above discussion of the Calvinist roots
of American society, the status quo is not a far leap to a kind of gender Calvinism accepted by
both many men and many women. In such a conception, men are in charge because they are
supposed to be in charge, and their decisions and actions must be right, just, and proper. As
these are some of the notable cultural assumptions well-shattered with the MeToo moment of

2017, it's especially of note within the upcoming chapters of this project.

While Europe of the nineteenth century produced Marx and Weber, the American class
system was not even seriously studied by sociologists until the 1920s. As the sociologists who
undertook this work were all decidedly American and decidedly anti-Marxist, their work is not
critical of the system but rather supportive of it. American social scientists of the period were
particularly assertive about the supremacy of capitalism and urban development in American
life. In 1933, Adolph Berle published The Modern Corporation and Private Property, which

highlighted not only the modernity but also the Americanness of the emerging corporation.3®
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In 1949, W. Lloyd Warner published one of the first major studies on the topic, Social
Class in America. In fact, much of the mainstream male American social science literature
discussed here coincided with and ran parallel to the peak of the studio system.*®* Warner’s
Americanness-- his optimism and his white male cheerfulness in the face of horrific gender and
racial inequality-- are front and centre in this scholarly sociological work. First, it was vital to
establish, in this McCarthyist moment, that one was emphatically not a Marxist just to not be
branded politically suspect for studying social structures in the first place. Warner asserted that
he did not take the Marxist position that capitalism causes class, but rather that class is
something that happens naturally. It is not something to be eradicated. In fact, the American
social sciences relating to business have retained this decidedly centre-right vantage point to
this day.

Such very positive, pro-American Dream discourse is striking in a contemporary reading.
Warner advocated that the reader study class to make it work for them. Not doing so was at an
individual’s peril; without understanding the class structure and how it use it to one’s own
advantage, an individual could wind up with a ruined life. On the positive side, one can fulfill
their dreams with the information they glean on how to work the class system. Warner’s “advice”
would not be out of place in the self-help line of a Norman Vincent Peale. Those not born into
elite families were also not to worry. Many leading businessmen come from modest
backgrounds today, Warner explained. Class is fluid and the American Dream is flourishing. In
keeping with white male business writing of the American mid-century, there is virtually no
mention of women or people of colour within the volume.*°

G. William Domhoff published the first of his Who Rules America? series in 1967,
continuing to produce updated volumes and sequels into the present decade. The series is an
interesting mix of the sociological and the popular; in fact, Domhoff’s first book was a best-
seller. The very first line of the introduction of the first book includes an axiom well-established
above as to the American belief in a classless society, but with a slight twist. “Class and power
are terms that make Americans a little uneasy”, Domhoff declared.*' Domhoff was notable for a
slightly counter-cultural position. The first book’s general premise was that Domhoff would
prove, contrary to other American sociologists, that there was in fact a ruling elite. Yet on closer

inspection, Domhoff’s position does not deviate a great deal from that of his peers. Upon
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identifying a ruling class, he felt quite benignly towards them pursuing and protecting their own
interests, in their use of tools from country clubs and the Social Register to politics and lobbying.

Domhoff demonstrated how many American social scientists have been extremely
uncomfortable with deconstructing (white, male) power and influence within their own country.
Time and again their position is shown to be a sympathetically conservative one, refusing to
guestion possibly malevolent elements within American corporate structures. From my position
as a twenty-first century feminist materialist cultural historian attempting to uncover the
American labour system and its gender and race abuses, Domhoff’s following statement can
only be read as a disappointment that needs correcting: “[ijn the words of sociologists, social
mobility and a formal system of equality in all areas of political and social life make class a
relatively unimportant area for Americans”.*?

In The Concept of the Corporation (1946), Peter Drucker, with conclusions not dissimilar
to Domhoff’s, rooted the moral development of the American corporation in the Social
Darwinism of Herbert Spencer, the Natural Rights of Man, and the free market.*® Again, it is
evident how a very specific chain of thinkers and questionable values were enshrined as
normative, correct, and untouchable, creating the corporation as not only an economic force that
spreads its values into the culture, but a moral one as well. Further chapters of this thesis
demonstrate how in the case of the Hollywood studio system, the values that were entrenched
and spread were well-centred in, among other things, abuse of women, white supremacy, and
criminal business practices.

Analysis of Hollywood as a capitalist system has by now surely been well-delineated by
numerous cinema scholars over the decades (Balio; Schatz; Ross, et al.).* This took time,
however. Auteurist schools of film studies have frequently resisted the blurring of discussion
between artistic output or cultural product and unjust conditions. As Richard Maltby has written
of his own Hollywood Cinema (1995), “[i]nitially, at least, theory also distanced academic
cinema studies from any concern with the economic and industrial issues that have framed
much of this book’s consideration of Hollywood”.#® Frankly, such recalcitrance to discuss

conditions, and the insistence of separating the film product from its capitalist creators, was a

42 |bid. 5.

43 peter Drucker, The Concept of the Corporation. (New York, Signet, 1983) 29.

44 Tino Balio, Grand Design: Hollywood as a Modern Business Enterprise, 1930-1939 (New York,
Scribner, 1993); Thomas Schatz, The Genius of the System: Hollywood Filmmaking in the Studio Era
(New York, Pantheon, 1988); Steven Joseph Ross, Working Class Hollywood: Silent Film and the
Shaping of Class in America (Princeton, 1998).

45 Richard Maltby, Hollywood Cinema (Oxford, Blackwell, 1995) 527.

10



boon to the system to keep doing things as it always had in terms of gender and race,
unchallenged.

Itis then useful, rather, to turn to current interdisciplinary scholarship from other fields for
new ways of looking at how capitalist conditions specifically determine the creative output they
send forth, and their impact on creative workers. Due to said entrenched traditions and cultural
assumptions, it is not surprising that it was the 1990s, in fact, before what Anamik Saha has
termed “getting to grips with the particular nature of cultural production under capitalist
conditions”-- what Bill Ryan (1992) calls the “corporate form of production”¢-- was even
undertaken. This turn to labour and capitalism in creative contexts in anglophone culture did not
emerge in the U.S. to critique its own corporate models; rather, it has risen to some prominence
in the U.K. and Australia.

Scholars like Keith Negus, Ryan, and now Saha have produced conceptual models that
allow for critique of the ways in which creative industries like film and music are channeled
under capitalist production. Negus, according to Saha, has endeavored “to see how class
divisions, lifestyles and habitus intersect with corporate practices”.*” A musicologist, Negus has
sought to understand the processes of industrial practices in creative industries-- processes
which then go on to inform cultural practices, and seep into the cultural representations sent out
at large into the public. These are excellent approaches to apply to excavating gender and racial
biases within the Hollywood system, specifically (particularly post-2017). Such a methodology
can be perfectly applied, for example, to the politics of “the casting couch” and the sexual
availability required to obtain roles, and how that then informs actresses, characters, and
portrayals transmitted to the public. This is a particular analysis that | apply in Chapter Five. |
feel it is safe to conclude, however, that a country lacking a scholarly tradition of the effects of
capitalism on creative workers was, not coincidentally, one of the most retrograde in terms of
gender and women in its film industry until the surprising turn of events in 2017.

Truly, a review of the literature of American class and business theory reveals a
remarkably consistent level of willful blindness towards the business aspects of cultural
industries. Such literature concurrently betrays an almost total myopia in terms of gender. Each
of the above-mentioned texts from the 1930s to well past the women’s liberation movement and
into the 1980s and 1990s is completely focused on the mobility of men. In the 1960s, E.P.

Thompson wrote in The Theory of the Working Class that “[c]lass is defined by men as they live
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their own history, and, in the end, that is its only definition” (emphasis mine).*® The first scholarly
book to be titled, notably and intriguingly, Men and Women of the Corporation was written by
business professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter in 1977, at the peak of the women’s liberation
decade.

A literature review of the above works of sociology and American class theory finds little
content about women at all, except via marriage and as wives. In Warner’s 1955 study, his
chapter on marriage determined a wife’s status solely from the status of her father. It was never
suggested that she might come to a marriage with an already established career of her own, let
alone choose not to be married. Warner’s discussion of women’s class mobility in American
culture was as follows:

Many of them have used marriage, the oldest and most acceptable way available
to women, to advance themselves to the top levels of American society...
Marriage was their way to success.*

Within brief discussion of women in “pink collar industries”, such content focused on women like
secretaries and telephone operators, with nothing on women in service or beauty industries that
might blur into performance or showplace positions (those requiring a certain aesthetic and
sexualised standard, from modeling to hostessing to airline “stewardesses”).

In fact, none of these twentieth century class theorists, economists, or sociologists
recognised the Hollywood film industry as a unique corporate structure, or the entertainment
industry as a key one in the United States at all. The fact that such a quintessentially American
industry, a truly American global business phenomenon, was ignored by American economists
and sociologists for most of the twentieth century, is itself remarkable. A few historians and
sociologists can be seen as exceptions to this rule. Drucker did understand that that the modern
American corporation was “not based on raw materials or gadgets but on... organisation not of
machines but of human beings”--> a position that, while not feminist materialist itself by any
means, does at least resonate with both feminist work and labour in performance industries.

Steven Ross, while lacking a gendered position, did begin to get at why a class
perspective on Hollywood was necessary as far back as his 1998 text Working Class
Hollywood. Ross recognised both the lack of scholarship on class in general in the U.S., and in

particular, that the illusion of glamour has kept people from doing any analysis of class in such a
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lofty and yet mysterious industry as Hollywood film. While Ross’ study does not specifically
engage with the experiences of women as working-class subjects in Hollywood, it is still of use
in placing a class lens on Hollywood’s industrial culture in ways rarely done previous to the
1990s. Ross’ work paved the way for studies like Jerome Christensen’s 2012 America’s
Corporate Art: The Studio Authorship of Hollywood Motion Pictures (1929-2011). Texts like
Christensen’s began to examine the industrial structures of Hollywood with increasing care, and
have situated the studios themselves as both business actors and film auteurs.

Thorstein Veblen has become increasingly important to this project for several reasons,
in some ways situating its theoretical underpinnings much as de Beauvoir and Powdermaker
gird its case studies of women. Veblen in fact held a unique and sophisticated understanding of
the relation between class, capitalism, and women in American society, unique among his
contemporaries. As one of the only male American theorists of his period to look at capitalism
and class in the American system from neither a collaborationist nor a Marxist perspective, but
from his own unique American-historicist one, Veblen’s work is well in line with the themes
raised here. His willingness to deconstruct American society’s inequities, at a time when his
fellow white male social scientists were by and large championing the system, in fact caused
him to be professionally ostracised. Veblen was attacked from both right and left, and generally
stood alone.

More precisely, Veblen is so vital to this project due to its evolution. It became evident to
me throughout the research process that a study of the labour history and labour conditions of
women in Hollywood could not simply be feminist, if that meant being focused on the
experiences of the women themselves alone. To understand the women in the system, the
system itself must first be analysed. How did American capitalism work as an exploitative force?
How did, as Veblen identified, predatory male capitalist patterns in the American industrial
system mirror centuries of patriarchal abuse of power? What was the class hierarchy and
aspirational system entrenched in American culture in the early twentieth century with which the
immigrant studio founders merged but also disrupted, via their new wealth and new industry in
Southern California? While de Beauvoir and Powdermaker allow us to theorise the women of
the system and to reinforce their findings with case studies and primary sources, as is
discussed later, Veblen does the same for the “bad actors” of this project-- the studio founders
and executive class, and the post-studio white male power forces in Hollywood.

A plurality of students of class and American sociology would be most familiar with
Veblen for his work on the leisure class and his coining of the phrase “conspicuous

consumption”. This phrase arose from his study of the new American Gilded Age quasi-
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aristocracy, in the 1899 sociological masterwork The Theory of the Leisure Class. In
international cultural studies circles, Veblen is commonly read as a sort of American forerunner
to Bourdieu. He is also known for his massive interdisciplinary influence, admired in his own
time for his keen observation of American power and class by artists and writers, while
disrespected by his own scholarly peers. Less well known, however, is Veblen’s writing on the
history of women in culture and on patriarchy: work which has been described by Nils Gilman as
his “neglected feminism”.5' Many of Veblen’s views on women and male dominance can be
seen as proto-feminist, especially modern and radical positions for a male social scientist of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

While Veblen’s peers were celebrating the American exceptionalism of the industrial-
capitalist era, he was instead combining economics with history and sociology to develop
theories of the inherent predatory nature of capitalism. He saw as inevitable the tendency for the
person with power to become evil and corrupted, displaying cruelty and arrogance and taking to
a predatory life. Veblen described earlier predatory civilisations as those built by unjust kings
with slave labour, and then proceeded to lay out the case for why modern people in a
democracy should not assume that those ways were mere artifacts of the past.

But unlike those on the left in his period, Veblen was not using Marxism or other
European-influenced theories to formulate his own work. Veblen was working with a theory of a
sort of anti-American Dream that he specifically situated in the post-Civil War period, and in the
nation’s glorification of hyper-capitalism and greed. Veblen’s cultural critique of the post-
Reconstruction U.S. reads very similarly to many leveled at American culture in the “greed is
good” universe of the Reaganite 1980s. Just as criticism of that period looked to identify the
villains of the time, Martha Banta explains that for Veblen, “the study of economics must take
into account the brutal pattern of force, conflict, and power, in which the main players are
ruthless predators, not admirable citizens”.%? In this mode of business analysis, Veblen was
thinking about Wall Street but anticipating Hollywood.

Eventually, Veblen’s last and most important work coincided with the rise of the nascent
film industry itself (1914’s The Instinct of Workmanship and the State of the Industrial Arts). In it,
he described the state of American business as “savage”:> predatory, amoral, and unmoored

from decency. This conclusion directly preceded the well-worn twentieth century pop culture

5" Nils Gilman, “Thorstein Veblen’s Neglected Feminism.” Journal of Economic Issues, Vol. 33, No. 3,
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caricatures of the Hollywood studio head, executive, or agent in numerous works of fiction and
film, from Budd Schulberg’s notorious Sammy Glick in What Makes Sammy Run? (1941) to the
character of sociopathic studio head Stanley Hoff in The Big Knife (1955).

Particularly unique in Veblen’s case, however, was just how highly gendered his critique
of predatory capitalism was for a male sociologist of his time. Banta explained Veblen
developing what we would now call a masculinist consciousness, setting him apart from his
contemporaries. Veblen went on to explain how the masculinist habits of capital acquisition
could allow a “propertied” man to not work, while those around him (both male and female) did--
thus creating men, he concluded, as the world’s first leisure class.

Along these lines, Veblen was concerned with “the sorry plight of women”.% In seeking
the historical roots of such a plight, he connected it with his conceptualisation of the inherent
exploitation of masculinist ownership. Veblen explained that the earliest form of ownership was
ownership of women by men in early societies, offering the example of women within Neolithic
tribes holding equivalent values to so much farm acreage or cattle. Ownership also grew with
the seizure of female captives as trophies, and Veblen posited that the institution of slavery
initially grew from this gendered reality. In The Theory of the Leisure Class, Veblen analysed the
biblical story of The Rape of the Sabine Women, and felt it should not be discarded as mere
myth. As Banta remarks, “[n]Jo matter what refinements have been added to contemporary
modes of seizure, men continue to appropriate women to affirm their sex’s prerogatives”.®® The
fact that the notorious MGM, in the middle of its high studio era, made a light-hearted musical
(Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, 1954), in which the plot centred on the abduction of six girls
for the purpose of marriage by six brothers and included a song called “Sobbin’ Women” to play
on the tale, gives so much credibility to the themes of this project that it can be noted here
without further analysis.

On the whole, however, in seeking a feminist materialist base to the problem of
exploitation of women’s labour and bodies in American corporate structure, especially
Hollywood, we would do better to develop a genealogy and tradition of feminist social theorists
and philosophers on the subject. These are researchers who deal with gender as both
historical-social mode in the vein of Judith Butler, but also in the economic mode of a Virginia
Woolf, the less common approach today.

Scholars from both European and American traditions have facilitated two centuries of

discourse and exchange on these topics. It has never been the case that women have not been
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active in economics or recognising themselves as class subjects; rather, that such work was
marginalised, ignored, or forgotten. Few mainstream economists today would be aware that the
first baccalaureate in France ever awarded to a woman was to one Julie-Victoire Daubié in
1862, for her work on women'’s poverty and the disparities of the labour market.%” In 1898 in the
United States, Charlotte Perkins Gilman published the iconoclastic Women and Economics: A
Study of the Economic Relation Between Men and Women as a Factor in Social Evolution.

Gilman was nearly the only American writer, man or women, to take on the same
themes from Veblen’s radical writings of the day on economics and business. As a woman
herself, her assertions were doubly radical for the period. Gilman connected the business and
economics spheres of the times with male control, painting a picture of a society based on “the
brutal ferocity of excessive male energy struggling in the marketplace as in a battlefield”.%® As
Gilman also said, “In the economic world, excessive masculinity, in... fierce competition and
primitive individualism... have reached a stage where they work more evil than good”.%®
Gilman’s writings and thinking on masculinity, violence, and capitalism are best understood in
the context of the American cultural landscape. In particular, the concerns of this work
demonstrate her dismay at the robber baron ascendancy of her country and its justifiers-- the
like of Herbert Spencer and his social Darwinism, or the corollary assertion of the inherent
goodness of “survival of the fittest” as doctrine.

To Gilman’s incisive worldview, humans as a species should have outgrown winning at
the expense of vanquishing others in both economics and gender by now, and moved on to
orderly economic progress. But they had not, and this is where their socioeconomic problems
lay. Gilman suggested that humans have combined the human sex-relation with the human
economic-relation, causing social destruction.®® Going further and more scathingly, Gilman
explained how the tendency to competition and domination led, in men, to the abuse of power
and tendency to rulership:

The lust for power and conquest, natural to the male of any species, has been
fostered in him to an enormous degree by this cheap and easy lordship. His
dominance is not that of one chosen as best fitted to rule or of one ruling by
successful competition... it is a sovereignty based on the accident of sex, and
holding over such helpless and inferior dependents as could not question or
oppose.®’
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The most famous interdisciplinary feminist materialist of all may be Virginia Woolf. In
1938, Woolf published the seminal Three Guineas. The work explicitly addressed gender and
fashion, cultural relations, and power in culture to conclude that men and women amount to two
distinct economic classes. Feminist film historian Laleen Jayamanne has argued that “Woolf's
1938 argument anticipates Monique Wittig; both thinkers interlock the money economy and the
sexual economy”.®? To Jayamanne’s linkage from Woolf to Wittig, | would add to the chain the
previously discussed Luce Irigaray and Christine Delphy, as well as, in a slightly different strain
of thought, Judith Butler.

I now move on to a brief discussion of the two major theorists whom, aside from Veblen,
are most grounding to this thesis. Both are women who could be classified as, among other
things, interdisciplinary social scientists. The first is Simone de Beauvoir, whose precedence in
this project as sweeping theorist of woman in history and culture and intermediary between
philosophy, theory, and history has previously been discussed. The second is Hortense
Powdermaker, who will only be introduced briefly here as her 1950 anthropological study
Hollywood, the Dream Factory and its central thesis are foundational to this project and
discussed at length in Chapter Three, in terms of a unifying theory of Hollywood and the
centrality of exploitation to its structure. Both of these women, alongside Veblen, are united as
to the common themes in their work that make them intellectual forerunners of this project. All
three provide excellent grounding from slightly different directions to the gendered industrial
sociology at hand. All three also provide unique foundational theorisation for the themes of
exploitation, ownership, and second-class status for women that run through all the case studies
of this thesis.

As mentioned in the introduction, even those familiar with de Beauvoir's 1949
masterwork might have missed that in the nearly 1000 pages of The Second Sex de Beauvoir
devoted a full section to the commodified status of the actress as product in media culture. More
remarkably, she was not looking back to Parisian dancehall performers in fin-de-siécle Paris or
the continental courtesan. Despite writing her massive tome in WWII France, de Beauvoir was
specifically connecting modernity and the treatment of the showplace woman with the
phenomenon of the Hollywood star. She recognised that there was something to be gleaned
about the status of women in modern culture from the paradoxical position of the American

movie star actress. As de Beauvoir identified:
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We know that Hollywood stars fall into slavery. Their bodies are no longer their

own; the producer decides on their hair color, weight, figure, and type; teeth are

pulled out to change the shape of a cheek. Diets, exercise, fittings, and makeup

are daily chores. Going out and flirting are 'personal appearances'; private life is

just a moment in their public life.®3
She continued on, explaining that in the male/female power dynamic central to the Hollywood
system, the star was “representing capital to exploit in a man's arms”.%* de Beauvoir's most
relevant comments for my purposes here are those that focus on the construction of the ideal
actress body by the male capitalist studio system for its own profit. In this conception, the
actress under contract became a sort of constructed entity, created and controlled by her studio
masters.

In a project so heavily invested in exploring the Americanness of the Hollywood system
(in its capitalist successes, abuses, and their links), Powdermaker and Veblen are, opposite de
Beauvoir, somewhat twinned-- as both American social scientists and in their conclusions on
American sociology, economics, and class. Hortense Powdermaker was an American
anthropologist who determined to make an ethnographic study of the Hollywood cultural milieu
at the height of the studio system, using the same methods and benchmarks she employed
when living with and researching Indigenous tribes in New Guinea. She spent a year, from 1946
to 1947-- coincidentally the same year de Beauvoir was publishing on the Hollywood actress,
with no indication that they were aware of each other’s work-- in a one-year fieldwork study in
Hollywood. In this yearlong residency, Powdermaker interviewed people of all professions and
at all levels of power, success, or failure. She sought to uncover how this new culture, so quickly
globally influential, had arisen; and further, what its values were, and how it was then
transmitting them to the broader culture at large through the mass communication of film.
Powdermaker’s primary importance to this thesis is her startling conclusion that asserted
Hollywood was no less than a totalitarian system within a democratic nation. In this conception,
one of the things that characterised it as such was its bedrock condoning of the buying, selling,
trading, and “owning” of people. | would take Powdermaker’s ownership hypothesis a step
further, situating this conclusion as one naturally descendant from recognition of the country’s
genocidal history. | would contend that these genocidal antecedents seeped into the cultural
values of American society at large in the treatment of the poor, women, and people of colour.
It is extremely significant that both de Beauvoir and Powdermaker were drawing the

same conclusions at the same time in this pre-Women'’s Liberation Movement era. While both
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the public and film critics alike were largely enthralled by the glamour mythology of the “dream
factory”, while male social scientists were championing ever-growing American capitalism, it
was women intellectuals who were the first drawing attention to more hard-nosed realities
around this system. These included the nature of the seven-year contract and the body, beauty,
and sexual enslavements of the star.

In a century of scholarship critical of the Hollywood system, theorists have found fodder
in its politics, its ideologies, and its personal relations as just several problematic aspects
among many. Certainly, a great deal of non-scholarly writing, from memoirs to films to novels,
has been produced on the evils of Hollywood. As it is now many decades since Dyer helped to
move star studies away from fawning biographies, there is indeed a school of film studies and
film history that has rigorously, critically analysed Hollywood. It includes one of my major
themes here-- how Hollywood has obscured its ideology through various obscurant forces such
as glamour. Scholars in the post-Dyerian era did begin to examine stardom as economic
apparatus, as | noted in the introduction’s literature review. The unique angle of this project to
that point is a reworking of such critique from a feminist materialist cultural studies base. This
includes a thorough excavation as to how that glamour was used against women in the system,
or to control them as labourers.

Hollywood has already been theorised extensively in film studies for its American
ideology, its imperialism, its exporting of Americanism®; in other words, its Americanness on a
global scale. The industry has been both celebrated and excoriated in both professional and
academic circles as the quintessential American export industry, and the only truly American art
form (itself a well-debated assertion). Allison Trope has written that “In many ways, Hollywood
symbolically functions as a nation-state, instilling ideologies, even feelings, among its
followers”.%® Thomas Elsaesser has noted that while American films were so globally successful
at pretending at universality, they were actually “prioritizing not only the ‘American way of life’,
but what one could call the American way of thinking about life”.%” In 2005’s On Hollywood: The

Place, the Industry Allen John Scott described this view of Hollywood’s success as:
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a progressive, if contested, penetration of American cultural norms and idioms

into other social environments as Hollywood’s massive machinery of production,

distribution, and marketing has gone about its work.®®

Iris Barry, British émigre, long-time head of film curation at MOMA, and influential leader

of one faction of film history, deftly moved Will Hays and other all-American types to the
championing of her Film Library by consistently referring to cinema as the “peculiarly American
contribution to the arts”.%® Barry’s speeches regularly played to this theme of film as
demonstrative of American exceptionalism, as when she remarked that “it is the one medium of
expression in which America has influenced the rest of the world”.”® Trope explained that with
this savvy and calculated approach:

Barry positioned these potential Hollywood donors as a part of American history,
the American art scene, and even the American educational system. She also
assured them that the Film Library would help ensure their place and stature in
America’s future.”

On the scholarly side, this assertion is still prevalent today. Thomas Elsaesser wrote in
2012’'s The Persistence of Hollywood that:

One can say that while cinema has been produced in almost every country in the
20th century, it is nonetheless the American art par excellence, like tragedy was
for the Greeks, the medieval cathedrals were the expression of both Europe and
the Catholic Church, or the still life, the portraits and paintings of domestic
interiors were the peculiar art of the Dutch Golden Age."?

At the same time, the savviest operators in the worlds of both production and curation
knew that in the age-old “art versus business” debate, the answer was always “business first”.
This chapter moves into exploration of the cultural change to Hollywood upon the influx and
fusion of East Coast money to West Coast production, particularly in the early booming years of
the studio system. As Barry admitted, “[w]e also had had to realize that the way into open water
lay not through Hollywood, but through New York, where real control of the industry resided in
the big corporations, the lawyers, the banks”.”® In 1984’s American Film Now: The People, the
Power, the Money, the Movies, James Monaco put it succinctly:

Film in America has always been better understood as industry rather than as
art. The febrile business atmosphere surrounding movies, the hype and glitter,
the cashflow structure and balance sheet have been in large part responsible for
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the vitality for which American movies are known... American filmmakers have
been characterized as employees first, artists second.”

If starting from the premise that, for all its financial and ideological success, Hollywood
was built on much abuse and exploitation, this project is also compelled to ask: what exactly is
wrong with American society that Hollywood could have developed as it did, in terms of class,
gender, and race, at all? And continued in such veins of open misogyny, racism, and bartering
of people far after other avenues of corporate America changed their outward faces?

In each upcoming chapter, | argue that the studio founders established and continued to
use several tools to not only dominate the market, but to hide the inherent abuses of their
system: patriotism and a right wing, business-oriented political position, sentimentality, and,
above all, glamour. Dyer’s realisation that the starlet discovery at the soda fountain counter
became as mythic as Lincoln’s log cabin in terms of Americanness was an important one, and is
discussed at more length in Chapter Two. Sentimentality, too, is particularly intriguing for the
aims of this project, especially in relation to its connection to fascism, and in light of
Powdermaker’s conclusions on a totalitarian Hollywood.

As | have explained in this review of American class and capitalist structures, Hollywood
has not typically been situated in the (white, masculinist, corporate) Americanness of its
business practices. Very little study has been done from the angle that such practices are both
steeped in American history and part of what led naturally to a misogynist and white
supremacist Hollywood system. Elsaesser delineated in detail three of the schools of thought
currently at play here:

There are those for whom this question is part of a larger one, which goes
beyond Hollywood’s cultural imperialism, and touches on the 20th century as the
“‘American Century”, on the nature of the United States as an “Empire”, while
being both engine and vehicle of “globalization”, that is, affecting and affected by
the increased and accelerated circulation of goods, services, human labor,
bodies and lives. There are those who try to analyse the particular “culture
industry” which is Hollywood, but from the “cultural geography” perspective of
place and placelessness, as much as from the socio-economic vantage point of
“post-Fordist” industrial practices of outsourcing and the vicissitudes of finance
capitalism. And there are even some who take the longer, quasi-anthropological
view...”™
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Elsaesser’s text here goes on to situate the latter group as asking no less than what Hollywood
has done to help or hinder human progress. In this camp, | would place de Beauvoir,
Powdermaker, other feminist materialists, and myself.

Jane Gaines has noted that the emergence of finance capital as the preferred
understanding of the formation of Hollywood in this period has been entrenched in film historical
circles for some time now. Film historians like Janet Staiger look to correctly date when
advanced (finance, monopoly) capitalism conquered Hollywood, and ask questions like, “how
does the financing of film production and the shift to advanced capitalism affect the mode of
production and the films?"’® In other words, Staiger's school (alongside David Bordwell and
Kristin Thompson) asks us to understand production so we can understand why films looked
and worked as they did, and their production of meaning.

My concern with the triumph of monopoly capitalism does not lie with how it changed the
look or ideology of films, with the final product, so much as with the malevolent conditions for
the workers and the social-industrial system it created. It is my contention that the former work
has been done extensively, and now attention should be turned to the latter. | propose that the
camp that goes beyond questions of capital, to more existential questions of the social
meanings and damage done by Hollywood (to women and people of colour, for example) is the
one that should currently and finally be more in ascendance, post-MeToo. Considering this
project is a genealogy, often in first person, of the abuses this system has heaped upon women
for a century, it will certainly come down on the side of Elsaesser’s question as to the hindering

of human progress.

Within a monograph crucially important to the broader project of understanding women
in film history in 2018’s Pink-Slipped: What Happened To Women in the Silent Film Industries?,
Jane Gaines cited Philip Rosen’s call that historiography begin to historicise itself.”” This
includes both interrogation of things that went on within the system, and the conclusions and
interpretations that film historians have accepted over the decades. Gaines in particular is

working in postmodern meta-history and “metaphilosophy of history”’8. This is an approach that
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works particularly well in critiquing the tendencies to erasure and whitewashing prevalent in
masculinist histories of film, as well as in applying a MeToo lens to the century of Hollywood
history.

Such a need to challenge perspectives includes the work of both mainstream film
scholars like Kevin Brownlow and David Thomson, but also of feminist historians and film
scholars like Katharina Van Ankum and Anke Gleber, and even of forerunners in cultural film
history like Patrice Petro and Hilary Hallett. This is part of an overall repositioning of the field
that | perceive is required, post-2017. In particular, a disciplinary reshuffling that seems to me to
be taking place comes down to some questions surrounding “agency feminism” and “optimism
versus pessimism” paradigms (raised in later chapters).

Additionally, | would like to offer both some clarification on periodisation, and stake my
claim for certain years based on the terrain of this project. Different scholars have calibrated
their “beginning of Hollywood” years based upon their own disciplinary concerns. Some of the
most popular have become enshrined. | will explain why | have reason to take issue with
mainstream film history on some dates in light of the perspective of this project, and the years |
choose to bracket.

With their ubiquitous Film Art series of 1979 and beyond, standard-setting film historians
David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson situated 1917 as the beginning of classical Hollywood,
and the discipline largely followed suit. Not only did this contribute to the exoticisation and
ghettoisation of the films of the previous two decades, but feminist scholars like Jennifer Bean
have also questioned 1917 on grounds of corporate-masculinist reinforcement.”® Such a
“beginning” for Hollywood pushed out, unsurprisingly, many hundreds of works by women.

Preeminent Hollywood film historian Miriam Bratu Hansen placed the “classical mode of
narration and address” between 1907 and 1909, while tracing the beginning of classical mode
and exhibition to 1915.8° But these dates are, crucially, concerned with questions of narrative
structure and public presentation. My concerns, on the other hand, are with migratory and
cultural milieus, as well as with economic and industrial histories. So, for example, | agree with
Hansen on the importance of both the years 1909 and 1915 for this film history-- but for different

reasons than she offered. 1909 saw the first eastern movie companies arrive in the village of
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Hollywood (after the first camera crew had arrived to scout in 1907), 8' and thus is obviously a
massively important year for this study. Even more crucially for a critique of the Hollywood
capitalist system, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 1915 that “the exhibition of motion pictures is
a business pure and simple, originated and conducted for profit”.82 This year and ruling thus
forever changed the structure and direction of the industry, as well as its relationship to its
creative workers and their rights. Richard Maltby reached similar conclusions about the
significance of the 1915 ruling in his 1990s film historical scholarship and its role in cementing a
Hollywood culture. In Hollywood Cinema (1995), Maltby wrote that the “1915 Supreme Court
ruling which denied the cinema First Amendment protection encouraged the industry to avoid
political controversy"83-- helping to entrench the decades-long cozy relationship between right-
wing political forces and studio heads.

This chapter looks in depth at the counter-teleological shift from a period of feminist
liberation in Hollywood to one of ever-consolidating masculinist-capitalist power. In so doing, |
would argue, like Maltby, that 1915 thus stands firmly not only as the correct marker year for the
beginning of Hollywood. Further, that the legal precedents of 1915 had swift, dramatic, and
nearly permanent consequences for, specifically, women in the Hollywood system-- performers,
writers, and directors.

Finally, | would like to ruminate briefly and fight a likely-losing battle upon the term “New
Hollywood”. Within both film studies and popular culture, the term has been utilised since the
1960s and 1970s to refer to a renaissance of artistry in post-studio American film. | will discuss
some of the serious problematics of this period, not least of which were its misogyny and
violence, in the epilogue. But here | would simply remark that it seems unfortunate to me that
the term has calcified around films from the later twentieth century, when it was so naturally
suited to be used literally. As a cultural historian looking at geography and migration and not a
film studies theorist, | would assert that the unique status of Los Angeles as the first world
metropolis built around performance industries is remarkably noteworthy in study of its film
industry, yet often goes unmentioned. No other city in human history can make that claim. The
newness of this space and the industrial and social conditions that sprung up there in bizarre

and hybrid ways formed a completely novel milieu by 1950. Therefore, a New Hollywood was
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certainly born from 1909-1915 onwards-- though | recognise it will be nearly impossible to

christen it so in terms of film history.

Even a cursory understanding of American history built, ironically, on Hollywood film and
1950s television would recognise much of the country’s self-image as based upon the migratory
movements of the nineteenth century. From immigrants landing in New York Harbor to pioneers
going west in wagon trains, the young United States was filled with moving people. New cities
were being built up along eastern to western matrices. In American Beauty, Lois Banner linked
this “chaotic social situation”® with both possibility and class confusion: “the fluid class structure
of American society made aspiration universal and, at the same time, the drawing of social
distinctions difficult”.®% In fact, as Nancy Isenberg explained in White Trash, “[h]istorically,
Americans have confused social mobility with physical mobility. The class system tracked
across the land with the so-called pioneering set”.® This would suggest a United States in which
people thought they were leaving class in Europe or at least in the older Eastern Seaboard
cities, but were in fact carting it out west along with their other belongings. Joan Didion once
archly remarked, “I have never been sure what the epitaph ‘nouveau’ can possibly mean in
America, implying as it does that the speaker is gazing down six hundred years of rolled
lawns”.8” She was logically right, but nevertheless also wrong. Against all logic, the concept of
“old money” in the U.S. is tangible. This is an American paradox.

Nowhere was this new and ambivalent blend of culture more evident than with those
white migrants who made it all the way to the U.S. Pacific coast. As Sternheimer wrote in
Celebrity Culture and the American Dream, “California uniquely embodies notions of the
American Dream, with its seemingly endless sunshine”.® Beginning in 1872, when New Yorker
Charles Nordhoff wrote his invitational travelogue California: For Health, Pleasure, and
Residence, white Americans (especially from the Midwest) began to move to the sparsely
populated Southern California.® More testimonials and advertisements for land followed, and
were wildly successful. Fiction, too, romanticised the taming of the west with masculine vigor

and white man’s capital, with novels and films like The Winning of Barbara Worth (1911;
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1926).%° Between 1890 and 1915, the population of California jumped six times, reaching one
million in that latter year. ®' This amounted to “a major internal mass migration in the United
States”.®2 During the 1920s, the state of California added the entire population of “back east”
states like Virginia or lowa.

In fact, the class-blind optimism of the California travelogue genre was inherently based
on several falsehoods. Hollywood as a white supremacist milieu will be discussed in more detail
in later chapters and the epilogue. However it is worth noting here that beginning in the 1880s,
literature to draw white people to Southern California played upon pastoral imagery of a
romanticised Old Spanish past, while in reality disenfranchising and displacing the region’s
native Indigenous and Latino populations. As David Thomson wrote in The Whole Equation: A
History of Hollywood (2005) of the Los Angeles hydrological project famously and macabrely
mythologised in Chinatown (1974), “Indians and farmers there were put out of business so that
the city should drink, wash its cars, and play”.** And in a grim harbinger of what kind of industry
this would become and the care that white male capitalists have taken for the environments they
conquered: even in the early teens, the very first generation of Hollywood filmmakers was
already polluting their new home, by dumping their “hypo” mixing fluid down city sewers at
night.®® The filmmakers were fined and threatened with jail time, but still the metaphor is a stark
one.

The famed “water wars” of the 1910s and 1920s also reflected many of the destructive
tendencies of the male capitalism of southern California, but in this case the metaphor was
ecological. The great Owens Valley water scheme, in particular, holds interest for this project’s
intersectional approach to Los Angeles’ systems of exploitation, and not only its overtones of
racial injustice. Extremely interesting ethical-environmental scholarship has been done on this
formation in recent years, with historical works like Karen Piper’s Left In the Dust: How Race
and Politics Created a Human and Environmental Tragedy in L.A. (2015).%¢ To my purposes in
this project, all of these malevolent threads connect with misogyny as well, and a blunt

theorisation of Los Angeles as a field of sexual assault. A sort of metric of the rape culture of
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Hollywood can be placed in the culture and topography of the very use of the land itself, at the
same time the film industry was settling. Capitalist greed and malfeasance were combining with
racist and classist abuse to increase Los Angeles’ white male capitalist power structure and
thrive. The corruption of the city government, the newspapers, and a criminal businessman’s
“syndicate” made the deal possible. Even Will Rogers made such a connection in the 1920s,
noting graphically that ‘the federal government... held Owens Valley while Los Angeles raped
it".%” Notorious engineer and city father William Mulholland opened his pilfered St. Francis Dam
at Owens Valley in 1926 with the famous and ominous lines, “There it is. Take it”.® Predatory,
white man Manifest Destiny overtones aside, the lines were actually chilling, as the dam
famously failed two years later. The disaster killed over four hundred people in the shadow of
young Hollywood, the worst disaster of its kind in American history.

Los Angeles’ identity in the early twentieth century was based in these at times
conflicting markers: newness, hybridity, and questionable practices. San Francisco, by contrast,
was older and more sophisticated for a California city, and practically continental or Eastern in
comparison. It was populated with mansions, fortunes, and society people all mimicking the
social structures of the East Coast. San Francisco also had a sturdy reputation for arts and
culture. In contrast, the Midwesterners who had arrived in Southern California were more of the
teetotaling and Bible-fearing type. This meant that the “elite” formed in young Los Angeles was
a very different sort. In fact, in On Hollywood, Scott paraphrased Benjamin Hampton’s 1931
assertion that:

San Francisco should have had a clear locational advantage over Los Angeles
as a center of motion picture production, for the puritanical atmosphere of
Southern California in the early years made it distinctly inhospitable to the early
motion picture industry and the people associated with it.%°

The peculiarities of history that rendered this counterfactual unworkable came down to both
simple banalities like weather and other, more complicated political and business factors.'® The
ultimate choice of Hollywood’s geographical space would come to play out in numerous
situations, from the social cohesion of the new “movie people” to factors in the culture-shifting
Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle scandal.

Where San Francisco was sophisticated, Los Angeles was not. Hollywood itself was

sleepy, pastoral, and a full seven miles from the city-- an hour’s journey. The anecdotes of some
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of the giants of silent cinema who arrived there first are not only charming, but seem impossible
when one considers what Hollywood became just a decade later. Money was a particular issue
in the small village. In interviewing Cecil B. DeMille for The Fifty-year Decline and Fall of
Hollywood (1961), Ezra Goodman obtained the following fascinating oral history:

DeMille observed that he never thought that there would one day be an imposing
bank where he had once shot movies on an open-air stage in the midst of orange
and lemon trees. ‘| was even in doubt then if there’d be a bank in Hollywood....
We used to cash our checks in those days at Hall's grocery store on Hollywood
Boulevard. !

DeMille went on to explain how “land was worth nothing”, there was free citrus fruit to be picked
off of countless trees, and a good lunch at the Hollywood Hotel cost fifty cents. DeMille rode
through Hollywood on a horse from home to his first studio, a barn, each day. Numerous elderly
stars and workers interviewed for Paul Zollo’s 2011 Hollywood Remembered: An Oral History of
its Golden Age (2011) recounted the horse path down the middle of Sunset Boulevard.

This raises a point as to both the geographical and cultural realities and imaginaries of
Los Angeles that seems quite obvious at first glance-- but is worth situating if attempting a real
understanding of this region and how its class, race, and gender politics impacted or worked in
tandem with the early film industry. It also reminds, as Scott and many film historians have
written about already, what an unlikely and bizarre place Hollywood was. Los Angeles is not
only geographically west, but at the time that the first easterners were arriving, was very much
situated in what they would think of as the Old West. Zollo’s interviewees recalled that they were
marked as Hollywood people because they had paper money, which Westerners thought of as
fake. Dating back to the nineteenth century times of California as territory and not state just a
few decades past, they were accustomed to dealing only in gold and silver. Silent-era crews and
actresses from the East recalled conditions of filming that were as difficult as those of the
pioneers, who in relative terms had passed through the same places not very long before—
perhaps as recently as forty years prior. Colleen Moore explained, “the West was really the
West”, and recalled a time her film crew witnessed one cowboy shoot another while on
location. %2

The western genre grew out of the eastern city-slickers’ fascination with the material in
their new home, and pure profit expediency. Filming western scenes and making western

storylines was cheap. Eastern companies would hire men on the spot to be local colour in
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background scenes, while eastern directors like Harry Carey and John Ford enshrined the
genre so much that it was a powerful (if lesser-discussed) factor in pushing out women writers
and directors as the business solidified. Making westerns even more attractive to the studios,
locations were everywhere, and they cost nothing.

As Brownlow explained in the western episode of his famous silent-era 1980 docuseries
Hollywood, the western cowboy was part of a living history that was only then just coming to an
end. These western men showed up en masse in the city and obtained work in the movies,
which helped to contribute to a circular pattern of genre. They could ride and shoot and dress
like cowboys because they actually were. There were the rare cowgirls like Winna Brown, who
could work quite regularly but, like the men, were not paid well. As Anthony Slide explained in
2012’s Hollywood Unknowns: A History of Extras, Bit Players, and Stand-Ins, “Brown, who was
noted for her riding skills... seldom earned more than ten dollars a day, and sometimes was
paid five dollars for each fall from a horse”.'%

In Tony Villecco’s Silent Stars Speak: Interviews with Twelve Cinema Pioneers (2001),
aged cowboy Henry Walthall recalled, “Most of us treated picture acting as... a mere meal
ticket”.'% As one elderly cowboy extra interviewed for Brownlow’s documentary recalled, “five
dollars a day was hard to resist. Big shots lived in the hotel. We lived in the barracks”.'® Where
most people arriving for extra work in Hollywood film were dazzled by glamour and fame, the
cowboys were more likely using the movies to make a bit of money and live semi-lawfully. In
one episode of the Brownlow series, Colonel Tim McCoy recounted how there were actual
criminal cowboys on the run from the law living and working in Hollywood, and that “there were
probably more shootings down there in Gower Guich in Los Angeles than in Dodge City”."%®

The reputations of the cowboys preceded them. There were in fact signs around
Hollywood rentals declaring “No Cowboys, No Movies”. Chapter Two later looks extensively to
the history of the Hollywood extra girl, and her semiotic and sexualised meaning in the city. In
terms of class and status, the cowboy could in some ways be read as her counterpart. Clearly
the two disreputable types of arriviste were linked from the beginning in the conservative local
public’s mind. Still, considering the gendered parameters of this project, the fact that a large

group of criminal males consistently arriving in the city was not considered much of a social
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problem, while independent young women'’s arrivals caused a moral panic, is telling as to 1920s
patriarchy.

If the ex-midwesterner, respectable Angelenos were not trusting enough to rent rooms to
grizzled cowboy extras, they were even less interested in welcoming the new “flickers”, or
“movies”. At least cowboys were a fixture of the West. To these elderly, WASPYy retirees,
religious and anti-alcohol, the new bohemian show people from the East were an eyesore and a
horror in their small town. Far from bringing glamour, the “movies” were looked down upon and
experienced open discrimination. In Bridget Terry’s 2000 documentary of screenwriter Frances
Marion Without Lying Down, she went so far as to use the word “vermin” in terms of how the
locals treated the “movies” in their streets.’” One interviewee in Brownlow’s docuseries went
even further in saying, “| knew what racial discrimination was, because | was a movie”.'%

Diana Serra Cary, child star of the 1920s known as Baby Peggy in her heyday and
Peggy Montgomery as teenage extra and in some later-life interviews, was the last living silent
star until her 2020 death at age 101. She was interviewed for Villecco’s oral history collection
under Serra Cary, her pen name. She had a clear and complex recollection of the history and
class politics at play in her youth:

Hollywood was founded in the 1880s. The founding fathers of Hollywood were
strict prohibitionists, or non-drinkers. | remember seeing them as very proper, like
the “American Gothic” painting. They watched from their porches and verandahs
as we shot our films on their lawns. They used to call us ‘camera Gypsies'...
These were the original citizens of Hollywood. In those days it was made up of
newcomers from lowa who had come West and had no connection to anything
theatrical at all. Mostly retirees... They watched us with a certain degree of
distaste and disapproval.'®®

Carey painted an excellent portrait of the middle-class disapproving denizens of
Hollywood in her interview. But the elite of Los Angeles and Hollywood were another story-- also
fully disapproving of the new “flickers” but showing it in more concrete ways than mere stern
looks. They kept picture people out of the upper-class hotels and clubs, a power structure move
that will be discussed at length in terms of the Jewish studio founder class and Veblen’s concept
of the parvenu aristocracy. As David Thomson has noted:

There was an aristocracy in Hollywood, or an upper class: the farmers, the early
oil tycoons, and the real estate emperors, the generation that had made the
place. And they did not invite picture people to join their clubs.'®
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As for the hotels, the Beverly Hills Hotel was for the very rich, who were adamant about
keeping the “riffraff of Hollywood” out of their establishment.”" In response, the picture people
built their own hotel-- the Hollywood Hotel. Silent star Patsy Ruth Miller, whose memoir My
Hollywood, When Both of Us Were Young (1988) is an important primary source to this chapter,
broke into film after being invited to a “movies” dance she almost wasn’t allowed to attend, while
visiting Los Angeles from St. Louis. It was at the Hollywood Hotel, “the gathering place for the
movie colony. It was rather eyed askance by mid-Western families such as mine”.""?

Screenwriter Frederica Sagor Maas is equally foundational to this chapter, and indeed
overall project, as a first-person witness to the silent era. Maas was Ivy League-educated and
one of the countless people in early Hollywood who came from east to west, watching and living
the small town becoming an entertainment metropolis in real time. Uniquely, she became one of
the keenest observers of the earliest Hollywood years, using her excellent writing skills and fine
anecdotal detail. This chapter puts to use Maas’ important memoir The Shocking Miss Pilgrim,
which she remarkably wrote and published at age 100 in 1999, at the urging of film historian
Kevin Brownlow. (Even more remarkably, Maas did not die until 2012, living to the age of 111.)

Many of the “movies”, then, were living at the newly built Hollywood Hotel. Not only did
locals resist renting to them, but both locals and movies alike expected that the new business
would remain transient and probably fold quickly. As Maas wrote, “In the early days in
Hollywood, unfurnished apartments or houses were a rarity. Everything was temporary”.'"3
Maas recalled the exclusive Hotel Del Coronado in San Diego as similarly looking down on
picture people and attempting to keep them out, even when “movies” would venture south for
holiday weekends.'™

Both the stars and the studios pushed back hard on their image with the locals as the
1920s unfolded, instead trying to present themselves as clean-living, domesticated, and stable,
in comparison with traveling theatre folk. As early as the utopian teens, the serialised fiction of
the fan magazines attempted to sell a wholesome Hollywood, opposite the bad old ways of
bohemian, immoral, transitory show people. In this discourse, the movie stars of the 1910s were
presented as doing charity work and having quiet evenings in the family home, not part of any

cafe society nightlife (of which there was little to choose from in Hollywood anyway). Studio
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people were healthful, stationary neighbours, not people who traveled all the time or stayed up
all night and slept all day. In fact, Richard de Cordova included an anecdote in Picture
Personalities in which silent star Don Lockwood presented himself as a teetotaler and offered a
nearly eugenicist-adjacent argument against performing bohemians. Lockwood explained that
instability remained in the business because it was still contaminated with dirty show people--
but not to worry, soon they would be weeded out.'"®

In fact in its early manic transience, the entire town and new industry developed a
slapdash, false glitter feel that translated to the very architecture. A sense of aesthetic
weirdness enveloped the space. All of the mixing of people and classes from everywhere with
various styles and theatrical effects were thought to have produced both a substance-free town
and one filled with vulgarity and bad taste. Certainly many visitors to Los Angeles even in the
present have experienced the surreal effect of seeing a red carpet in the flesh, after years of
seeing them on television as the height of glamour. One might walk down a Hollywood street
and stumble upon a red carpet setup with reporters and stars in formal evening dress, to notice
that just out of frame the carpet is flanked on two sides by an auto repair shop and a
convenience store, with itinerant people milling around and not paying attention at all. This
quintessentially Los Angeles experience is apparently of a type that has been present in the
business from the beginning.

As early as 1910, the characters in the Stewart Edward White novel The Rules of the
Game recognised the Los Angeles they had come to as a new kind of city in human history,
finding it already filled with psychics, hustlers, and quacks of all sorts. As White archly wrote,
“[t]he class that elsewhere is pressed by necessity to the inexpensive dinginess of back streets,
here blossomed forth in truly tropical luxuriance”.®

The often chintzy craftwork and aesthetic of studio productions seemed to be a major
culprit in the pervasive style of this type. Just as the studio backlots might see a Roman soldier,
a cowboy, and a medieval princess eating or playing cards together, the city took on a similarly
hallucinatory aesthetic look. With nothing bound by eastern standards or taste, all sorts of
whimsical and cheaply constructed buildings were erected. When interviewed for Zollo’s book,
elderly star Karl Malden said of Los Angeles even to the present, “[i]t's a facade; they just build

the front, the hell with the back”.'"” The crumbling Babylonian-inspired ruins of part of Griffith’s
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set for Intolerance (1916) famously stayed up and rotted for twenty years at Hollywood and
Sunset.'8

Budd Schulberg, a scion of Hollywood and a crucial novelist and chronicler of it, is a
highly insightful primary source for this work in both his fiction and his memoirs. Schulberg is
another writer who figures heavily in this project for his wit, candor, keen eye, and value as a
first-person witness and deconstructor of the Hollywood system. A son of the first generation of
the Hollywood power elite, his father was B.P. Schulberg, head of production at Paramount in
the 1920s. Schulberg thus had a front-row seat to the founding of the industry and its
personalities. In both his fiction and his memoirs, Schulberg was fearless in exposing the
industry and the Hollywood community and what he saw as their fundamental flaws. Before his
later screenwriting career, Schulberg’s debut novel (What Makes Sammy Run?) was such a
scathing takedown of his native industry that an enraged Louis B. Mayer wanted him deported,
and blamed his father B.P. for allowing him to publish it. With the fictionalised but excoriating
Sammy and then later-life memoir Moving Pictures, Memoirs of a Hollywood Prince (1981),
Schulberg provided some of the most excellent commentary on the Hollywood structure and
milieu, both fictionalised and real, in use in this project. In his novel The Disenchanted (1950),
Schulberg mocks the mythos that had developed around tacky places like the Garden of Allah
apartment complex from the fabled 1920s era:

(A) rchitecture had seemed to be an extension of the studio backlot with private
homes disguised as Norman castles or Oriental mosques, with gas stations built
to resemble medieval towers, and movie houses that took the form of Egyptian
temples and Chinese pagodas. In that lavish heyday of the parvenu... everything
was built to look like something it wasn’t...""°

In 1919, there were still more movie studios in New York than Los Angeles. Just one
year later 85% of American films were being made in Hollywood. This shows that rapid
stratospheric change is not even a strong enough term for the cultural shift to the city and
region. Allen John Scott preceded my gendered geographical-industrial approach to
understanding how Los Angeles happened in the first place, in his 2005 On Hollywood: The
Place, the Industry. Making a broader point about all metropolis cities and cultural formation, but
utilising Los Angeles and its creative industries, he explained the necessity to look to “the
geography of economic activity”--'2° how a city’s modern production systems created the capital

and labour that formed it into a metropolis.
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But while Hollywood was still unsophisticated, vulgar, and socially conservative around
alcohol and renters, greater Los Angeles as a small but real city was quite decidedly right-wing.
These specific conservative regional qualities too would impact both the treatment of the movie
industry, and the way the migrated Independents adapted to local culture for their own
advantage and formulated their new business. From the financial perspective and deeply
ironically in consideration of the region’s ultimate development, early film critic Vachel Lindsay
saw Southern California as a kind of financially unspoiled paradise, writing in 1915 that “[i]t has
not the sordidness of gold, as Wall Street has”."?" This quickly became a remarkably dated
observation.

Another right-wing identity marker lay in Los Angeles’-- with its aforementioned roots in
western individualism (for the white businessman)-- notoriously anti-union politics. The publisher
of the Los Angeles Times in the decades leading up to the birth of Hollywood was Harrison Gray
Otis, a far-right conservative and fervent anti-unionist known as General Otis. He wielded a
great deal of power in the city, and decried no less than the death of Los Angeles if unions
should ever be allowed to take hold. In the 1890s the Chamber of Commerce had pushed the
city slogan “Home of Contented Labor”."?? Labour organisers who came to the city were at times
charged with vagrancy and syndicalism and prosecuted, at others run out of town into the
desert, vigilante-style, and left covered in paint.’?® In this violent climate, the city showed a
marked difference from San Francisco, a strong union town rooted in leftist labour politics. In
fact, Los Angeles’ white masculinist-capitalist elite saw their town as a shining example of a free
(anti-union) zone, surrounded by others cities that were scourges of unionism.'?*

Such labour and class tension came to a terrible head in 1910, when two brothers,
labour radicals, bombed Otis’ Times building and killed twenty people. The later nineteenth
American century had been marked by bloody labour skirmishes in Pennsylvania mining country
and Chicago’s Haymarket Square. But as Vincent Brook stated in his 2013 Land of Smoke and
Mirrors: A Cultural History of Los Angeles, with the Times bombing L.A. became “the bloodiest
arena in the Western World for Capital and Labor”.'?® Even into the 1930s, Los Angeles’ police
chief was open in his violence and corruption, equating all labour activists with “Reds” and

scoffing at his department’s treatment of them: “[tjhe more the police beat them up and wreck
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their headquarters, the better. Communists have no constitutional rights and | won't listen to
anyone who defends them.”?6

Such was the local environment of class warfare in which the eastern entrepreneurs of
the new industry of film laid their new industry. Where Scott and other film and cultural
historians have asked, “Why L.A. and not San Francisco?” for their Hollywood hypotheses and
offered myriad answers, the cities’ respective relationships to labour were indeed factors for the
hyper-capitalist early film entrepreneurs. For the sake of profits and employee control, there was
no way they wanted to set up shop in a union town if they could help it-- and they didn’t.

Other illegal, unethical, underhanded, and perhaps proto-totalitarian tactics became
commonplace and accepted in the industry. They were so numerous as to fall into categories:
union-busting by the creation of toothless pseudo-unions, phony benevolence, environmental
destruction, gangsterism. In Working Class Hollywood, Steven Ross has detailed the birth of the
MPAA."?” When national American unions began to make inroads with studio employees, with
IATSE winning some strikes that greatly troubled the studio heads in 1919 and 1920, the
studios countered by creating the MPAA. It functioned as a sort of dummy prestige front, or
“genteel company union”,'?® with no real power to keep actual labour organising from
endangering the studio kingdoms. As Ross has explained noted of the MPAA:

It failed to establish any credibility as a labor organization... in the wake of the
Great Depression, when the studios demanded that workers across the board
take deep pay cuts, it steadily gave ground to independent unionization
movements.'?®

In The Genius of the System: Hollywood Filmmaking in the Studio Era (1988), Thomas
Schatz considered the role of studio founders’, particularly Louis B. Mayer, in the creation of the
MPAA to be a long-term, successful right-wing coup.'® The MPAA worked on the “open shop”
model, which in today’s far-right American doublespeak is known as “right to work”. The MPAA
also allowed the studios to install spies against any attempts at on-site labour organising, as
there was a generalised fear of not only ordinary worker unrest but infiltration by communists
and “Bolsheviks”. Scott and other Hollywood historians have further argued that it is impossible
to see the founding of the MPAA as separate from the conservative turn caused by the

Hollywood power elite panicking around the scandals of the 1920s. They situate its formation
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very much in the same climate that brought about the installation of Will Hays and the
enshrinement of the Production Code.

Such obsessional strong-arming around unionism, maximum obedience, and profit
above all demonstrated that while the studio heads might not always have been businessmen
on the right side of the law-- Joseph Schenck even famously went to prison in the 1930s for tax
evasion and jury tampering-- they were always, first and foremost, businessmen. One of the
greatest ironies in a century of Hollywood by way of American popular culture is the enduring
right-wing myth of “Hollyweird”-- a bohemian, immoral enclave of bizarre people nefariously
trying to corrupt the values of the rest of the moral, “real” United States. This myth first kicked
into gear in the years before the Arbuckle scandal, at which time it roared to primacy and has
existed ever since. The deepest irony of the myth is that, in making no distinction between the
bohemian or counter-cultural lifestyles of some of the “show people” workers in the system and
the right-wing corporate traditionalists at the top, the deeply conservative nature of the capitalist
managerial class in Hollywood has always been obscured. This lazy stereotype has been one
driven by, in turn, antisemitism, ignorance, and parochialism, and it endures to the present day
especially in right-wing circles. Those who have fallen prey to it and continue to do so were
never up to the intellectually nuanced task required for serious thought: separating the
masculinist-capitalist, profit-driven, fundamentally conservative management class of executives
and producers from the more bohemian creative labourers among casts and crews.

Ross has included the following primary source in his own study: “The producers are
themselves employers,’ observed one radical critic in 1920. ‘They think as employers, and their
product reflects the employers’ position™."®" | would add that they also thought of themselves as
employers with accents, and as members of a three-percent ethnic minority, in a country with
quite openly expressed antisemitism (to be discussed in detail in Chapter Three). They were
trying to run their business under the radar in spite of their outsider status, not kick off an
egalitarian revolution. This is partly why arguments that they used film to indoctrinate the public
with radical, left-wing ideas have always been, plainly, nonsensical.

Thus, despite a milieu of increased social freedom where it suited the pleasure of male
power elites, namely in the form of gambling houses and brothels, the hyper-conservative
nature of Los Angeles cannot be understated. This encompassed the use of illegal practices
and corruption in tandem with press and police power to stop social organisers. Nor can the way

the new arrival studio founders played along with the regional status quo be ignored in
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understanding the formation of a Hollywood culture. This is a point reinforced over and over in
the dictatorial dealings the studio heads had with their employees-- especially women. They
themselves adopted some of the quasi-fascist tactics available to the Southern California white
male elite to maintain their own power, eventually becoming equally adept with the networks of
corruption, criminality, and crushing of enemies already in place in the region.

With opportunities for money and new lives for all sorts of people arriving in California
from the East, gangsters began to make the same trek. Prohibition and the Hollywood boom of
the 1920s naturally only exacerbated this inevitable trend: where mass migration occurs,
criminality will follow. But in the case of 1920s Los Angeles, the criminals could supply illegal
alcohol, a moving party that neither the city fathers not the studio heads were really interested in
stopping. The Hollywood scene as one in which both executives and actors mingled with
gangsters is a reality that comes up repeatedly in primary sources. As Mae West recalled,
“[s]how business was soon invaded by the hoods and bootleggers, who had money and little
taste for art or travel or opera”.'®? At the same time Lindsay was extolling the clean and
unspoiled nature of Hollywood, organised crime was, inevitably, taking an interest in Southern
California, too.

Furthermore, pimping, a major theme of this project in terms of the buying and selling of
women’s bodies for male profit, was a highly profitable vice for both pimps and the paid-off
police. One American city’s vice commission of the time reported that “[w]e find that we are
dealing more with a problem of men than of women. Commercialized vice is a business
conducted largely by men, and the profits go mainly to men”."*® Case studies connect the street-
level vices of pimping and trafficking to the “legitimate” and normalised practices of procuring
actresses for sexual favours for executives. When we begin to delve into the studio’s structures
of both business and abuse, it is certainly not a stretch for a radical feminist film historian to
incorporate the conclusion of silent star turned writer, critic, and insider chronicler of the
dystopian Hollywood system Louise Brooks as at least somewhat accurate-- that what “they”
created in Hollywood was really one big, glorified pimping ring.

One of the key contributions of this project lies in the use of memoir and oral histories to
compile an irrefutable body of gendered crime— numerous case studies in future chapters will
demonstrate instances in which actresses at the pinnacle of success in the public’s eye were

treated as pieces of sexual currency or menial labourers behind the scenes, or suffered brutal
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and egregious sexual and physical violence. In these future chapters, there are also many
examples evident of studio and city power working in tandem to silence and effectively crush
women who threatened the system in any way. To that end, one of the major themes found in
all chapters of this project is the tendency for masculinist-capitalism to turn sociopathic,
breaking laws and enacting crimes for its aims. Thus the interlocking bonds between local elites
and government administration, media, studio executives, and criminals engaged in
gangsterism are all extremely relevant to a gendered analysis of the system. In fact, they have
everything to do with women locked out of power in an industry and city, as well as with women
being exploited and abused. As has been typical of male power elites in cities around the world
in modernity, corruption and inequity against (minorities, women, leftists, activists) went hand in
hand with corruption for (police graft and violence, bribery, protection for crooked politicians and
criminal elites, the overlooking of crimes of male vice)."** Emergent interdisciplinary scholarship
on the border of social science and social philosophy that critiques the inherently criminal nature
of capitalism has recently been done by Jay Barney and David Schmidtz.*> With this project, |
incorporate such perspectives, but rely even more heavily on similar ones from feminist
perspectives, as discussed in terms of Perkins Gilman in this chapter and more contemporary
feminist economic theorists in future ones.'3®

The ways in which masculinist capital overlooked and overcame ethnic tensions is
indicative of its powers. The first successes were primarily “foreigners”, Jewish émigres from
Eastern Europe who had done business with and against one another in New York before
making the move to California. Their Jewishness might have been suspect to the antisemitic
western male power structure of L.A. at first, but their wealth and prominence soon bought them
entrée into those same circles of crime and injustice. The capitalist studio heads were both
trying to solidify their business and prove their status as men of the American white elite, to be
trusted by the system, in spite of their minority ethnic status. In Chapter Three, which deals with
ethnicity, race, Americanness, and othered women in Hollywood, | also dive deeply into the
paradoxical and othered status of the studio founders as both non-American and American,

white and non-white, amassing great wealth and power while dealing with antisemitism at the
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same time. Such an exploration of the white male power structure of Hollywood from its roots as
one also shaped by a defensive ethnic monoculture parallels with some of the findings of
Powdermaker and other Hollywood theorists. It helps to explain more about the problematic
milieu that was created and then transmitted its values throughout its community, and indeed,
through the U.S. and the world via its film product.

Later twentieth-century sociological and cultural theory became interested in moments of
class shift or class fracture, in which arriviste groups rise to create new social elites."” But
Veblen, living through such moments rather dramatically in the American case at the turn of the
century and documenting them in The Theory of the Leisure Class, had been more scathing.
His term for jump-up businessmen and their social climbing families was “the parvenu
aristocracy”. In Veblen’s conception of the leisure class, one of their markers is, very
specifically, that they don’t work. To this point, | would argue that no one in Hollywood was
actually of the leisure class, then-- it is well understood that it was a business of hustlers from
top to bottom, holding on to their positions through ulcers and extreme neuroticism no matter
how famous or powerful they seemed. (Powdermaker delved into this key characteristic of the
Hollywood social milieu, its state of perpetual high anxiety, extensively in The Dream Factory.)

But if no one in the film industry was of the leisure class, then what do we make of the
founders’ giant mansions, swimming pools, and polo ponies that made them global objects of
envy? | would situate them firmly in Veblen’s parvenu aristocracy, trying to project the markers
of inherited wealth while actually working frenetically to build such fortunes. Yet while working
frantically themselves, the founders did also build a society on the exploitation of other’s labour.
This put them somewhat on the way to an elite, of sorts; again, the concept of a parvenu
aristocracy works well here. Additionally, the unique status of the studio founders as becoming
such a fabulously wealthy elite class, but one who knew they would not be accepted by the
American upper class due to their ethnic minority status and lack of education, marked them as
very specifically different again.

One of Veblen’s markers of a parvenu aristocracy was that it is one that lacks the
traditional markers of the upper class. In the American context, he cited such markers being the
study of Latin, education in the Ivy League, and the acquisition of the rarest fine art. A parvenu
aristocracy will then sets out to acquire the replacements of these things they cannot obtain

merely with money— thus turning to jewels, horses, yachts, servants in uniform, and the like.
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Thus under Veblen’s conception, while the Hollywood power elite was not a leisure class, they
could certainly be situated as a parvenu aristocracy. What that meant for the way they ruled
their society and controlled their workplaces, and the class status it left for their “glamorous”
employees, will come clearer by the end of this chapter.

Just as the early Hollywood capitalist elites were happy to latch onto conservative
American positions on labour and unions that better suited their business interests, they fully
signed on, both by natural temperament and as a form of their own business savvy, to what
Banner has called “America’s well-known anti-intellectualism”.’® As both U.S. business on the
whole and the Hollywood film industry in particular boomed throughout the 1920s, both the
business school and man-on-the-street, conventional “modern” American wisdom was, “who
needs culture?” As Banner explains in American Beauty (1983):

This was the ‘flip side’ of the dissociation of culture and wealth: status, one might
conclude, belonged not to those refined, dutiful individuals detached from
commercial pursuits but to those in business, literate or not, whose ‘know-how’
showed them to be the masters of modern conditions.3°
In the nineteenth century Henry Adams had asked of the cultural development of the U.S.,
“[clan a great civilization be built upon or maintained upon the philosophy of the counting-house
and the sole basic idea of a profit?”'*° Based on the wild success of Hollywood by the mid-
1920s, both Hollywood and Wall Street would seemingly have answered in the affirmative. The
executives both publicly and privately disavowed the “long hair stuff’-- art, culture, creativity, and
progress-- that their creative workers did value.

An example of such a divide between culture and education on the one hand and profit
and the lowbrow on the other is evident in an anecdote from Frederica Sagor Maas’ memoir. An
educated woman, Maas came from a different stratum than the salesmen who had become her
bosses when she arrived as a screenwriter. She had particular tactics in dealing with these
executive men, who had so much power and yet so little education. In the early years of film,

she would speak in the most lofty film-speak she could think up to the new “producers”, noting:

The process usually worked in the early days because most producers knew
nothing or nearly nothing of the writing process; the more erudite it sounded, the
more they were convinced that they were getting their money’s worth.™
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Maas at least gave credit to some of the uneducated executives for cleverly surrounding
themselves with literate people. She reserved the most ire for those she considered the worst in
the mediocre Hollywood management mode. One Sol Wurtzel, Fox executive, was particularly
scathingly and incisively sketched in Maas’ recollections. She painted a somewhat comic but yet
telling picture of many of the problematic themes of 1920s Hollywood-- nepotism, discrimination,
lowbrow ignorance, antisocial corporatism-- all combining in the figure of one man. Unlike some
of the other executives, Wurtzel was impossible to crack with appeals to creative artistry, or
even basic literacy. Maas explained that he:

was held in contempt by his equals... He held contempt for anything he did not
understand or did not want to understand. Not a literate man, he hated reading
so much he would never read the scripts or books or stories that were bought.
Everything had to be synopsized.'*?

Such was the reputation of Wurtzel with his peers that B.P. Schulberg wittily coined the phrase
“from bad to Wurtzel” in describing the downward arc of any particularly schlocky or hacky
project.™?

Maas perceived that Wurtzel hated her husband and fellow screenwriter Ernest Maas as
part of his inherent distrust for both educated people and the high-minded content they might
produce. As Maas quoted Wurtzel:

I run the studio around here. My pictures make money. What we don’t need
around here are Thalbergs with crappy ideas for fancy, arty stuff. This is a
business. If you want art go to a museum. To hell with that highbrow, high-
faluting crap!'#4

This anti-intellectualism as populist business strategy was pervasive in Hollywood'’s early
years. In a later-life interview with Ezra Goodman, producer/director Mack Sennett declared,
“[a]ny little success | have had was because | was one of the mob and catered to the mob”. "4
Sennett’s style, like Wurtzel's, was deliberately anti-intellectual, and also helped to form the
roots of writing and pitching that have stuck around to the present day. Frank Capra recalled
starting on Sennett pictures on which “writers” were placed into groups of two, but didn’t actually
write anything. Everything was spoken.

Within a remarkably short time, nuanced layers of class developed in this new space,

imbued as it was with a questionable patina of glamour. The whole world was growing
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accustomed to seeing a new aristocracy in Hollywood, as a fantasy of stars’ lives was sold to
the public via the publicity apparatus. As Thomson noted in The Whole Equation:

early on, movie people had the money and the privilege to pick out the best lots,
the most fashionable architects and the art dealers and so on who would give
them class. They were mocked for that sometimes... 146

In reality, the stars were not at the top of this new class hierarchy at all. We can instead see a
near-aristocracy of management, but one that still fell short, and a doubly stressed, precarious
imposter aristocracy of the workers, propped up by illusory, industrial-strength glamour and
financially strained. This chapter and future chapters engage with how such a fundamentally
insecure society, built on acting and performing offscreen as well as on, created the systems of
oppression that it did.

In an era of so much new money and with the predominant mentality towards
conspicuous consumption, such questions of how to be rich and look rich were in the air. This
was true on both American coasts, as well as in literature and film. The quintessential American
work of literature on class and the American Dream, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby,
was published in 1922 and dealt extensively with such themes. (The fact that a struggling
Fitzgerald would spend the last years of the 1930s, before his untimely death, as a screenwriter
in Hollywood renders him someone very representative of the cultural moments with which this
project contends; thus, he naturally appears at several points throughout.) Fitzgerald’s James
Gatz turned Jay Gatsby is the ultimate parvenu aristocrat of the Jazz Age. The novel abounds
with subtle and clever class markers: white-tie parties at which no one knows the host, grand
libraries filled with books that, on closer inspection, had never been taken out of their packaging,
starlets with the last names of famous industrialists. Mack Sennett, to take one example, was
lampooned as a mildly ridiculous Gatsbyesque figure by his contemporaries. Frank Capra
offered later-life anecdotes of Sennett’s huge, Gatsby-like library of unopened books, in contrast
with his liveried butlers in highest formality.™’

Gatz/Gatsby’s phenomenal rise as bootlegger-cum-society host captured something
else in the air of the early American century, and the Hollywood founder class’ cozy
relationships with both corrupt politicians and organised crime: that such masculinist circles of
success frequently overlapped as measures of their success. D.W. Griffith, too, seemed to pick

up on this nodal moment when he titled one his early Biograph films One Is Business, The
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Other Crime (1912). An understanding of American business and class formation of the early
twentieth century has to be grounded in understanding of masculinist capital and corruption.

They were the keys to success, in the film world and beyond.

Because the history of emergent Hollywood has typically not been undertaken with an
eye to labour, and even less so with an eye to class, viewing the mass migration of women to
Hollywood as part of broader social trends of modern working women has not been included in
its standard narrative. The girl who came to Hollywood with dreams of becoming a star has
been an unmistakably dominant trope for a century, and it will be explored extensively in later
case studies of actresses. But what about all the young women who came not with dreams but
to work, in the mode of labourers, as identified by Clark (1995), or Hallett (2013)? Californian
migration figures into the broader trend of the times of women leaving farms and small towns
behind to make their own money, going to work across the cities of the western world. As Jane
Addams wrote in 1909 of this phenomenal movement of modern, free, independent women:

Never before in civilization have such numbers of young girls been suddenly
released from the protection of the home and permitted to walk unattended upon
city streets and to work under alien roofs; for the first time they are being prized
more for their labor power than for their innocence.'®

Veblen, as not just economist and sociologist but unlikely proto-feminist, also wrote about these
New Women. He theorised them as primarily economic social types, their demands for both
emancipation and work representing direct challenges to the power elite.'*°

Yet something even more unique was happening specifically in American migration to
southern California in the 1910s. In the new city of Los Angeles, young, modern women saw the
promise of a chance to live not just independently but in new modes. Cultural historian Hallett
has written extensively about Hollywood’s “feminization of western migration” in Go West,
Young Women! (2013), noting that the new situation in which “female migrants outnumbered

male ones... effect[ed] a ‘stunning’ reversal in western migration patterns”.'®
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Going against all traditions of the western boomtown, Los Angeles had— seemingly
overnight— become a uniquely more feminine space than any other western city. “There are
more women in Los Angeles than any other city in the world and it's the movies that bring
them,” one shopkeeper asserted bluntly in 1918."! Further, one in five of these new women
were divorced or widowed, making them a relatively older and more experienced demographic
than traditional female urban migrations to date. These were not country girls seeking service
positions in the city, but often sophisticated women looking to start new lives and careers on the
West Coast.

In the 1910s, women who arrived to work creatively in Hollywood as actresses, writers,
or even directors found, remarkably, a still open industry, one in which they could gain
footholds, forge bonds of solidarity with one another, and thrive. In a quote that is quite
remarkable both in its breaking of teleological assumptions and in light of the century of horrors
women have endured in Hollywood after this era, screenwriter Lenore Coffee remarked,
“[rlemember, this was the day of women”:'%? Screenwriter and journalist Adela Rogers St. Johns
was emblematic of this spirit of liberation and the New Woman in the new city. St. Johns went
even further when she wrote that in this day of Pickford, Swanson, the Gishes, and the
Talmadges, “Hollywood was a matriarchy”."%® First person accounts recall Mary Pickford’s
powerful alliance with her chosen writer and friend, Frances Marion, that wielded them both
enormous success and wealth; Pickford in her later-life memoir Sunshine and Shadow (1955)
called Marion “the pillar of my career”.">* Pickford also made publicly feminist remarks on
women’s rights, declared that women in the business help one another a great deal, and noted
that she owed all her success to women.'® Marion wrote over 200 films and was Hollywood'’s
highest paid screenwriter for many years. Star director Lois Weber was known not only for her
films with women’s social themes, but for her hiring and mentoring of women.

There is a small sub-text about migration, class, the American Dream and women in the
quintessential meta-Hollywood narrative A Star Is Born (original 1937) that is easily missed, and
this aspect is exactly in line with the perimeters of this project as to these themes. An early title
card reads “Hollywood, the beckoning El-Dorado... metropolis of make-believe in the California

Hills”.'*® One unusual scene involves Esther Blodgett's exchange with her grandmother.
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Esther’'s grandmother makes a comparison between the hardy pioneers of the Old West making
their way across the continent in wagons, and a young woman following her dreams west to
Hollywood. Where older people in books or films of the period usually function to discourage
young people away from Hollywood, Esther’s grandmother exhorts bravery. In this (and
resonating with Hallett's Go West, Young Women!), Tino Balio has written that Esther’s
grandmother “self-consciously links the idea of Hollywood to the foundation myths of American
national identity, and her granddaughter’s destiny to the archetypal experience of the
frontier”.'®” Seeking stardom, like going west, was now become part of the American
experience and the American birthright in this view— even for a woman. Understanding logistics
and odds of failure was less important than taking part in the American Dream itself, by
believing in it.

Thus, the new Hollywood (in its pre-masculinist-capitalist state) was a space imbued
with suffragist politics, by nature of its many New Woman inhabitants and creative workers.
Even the newspapers wrote fawning, quasi-anthropological dispatches from “the first city where

‘Movie Actresses Control Its Politics™.'%® Women in Hollywood were voting, bobbing their hair,
and drinking and smoking, while also doing half the writing and editing in the movie industry.
There was every reason to hope that this social experiment in a new space was going to

become a permanent and progressive way of life.

In Bridget Terry’s 2000 documentary about Frances Marion, Without Lying Down, film
historian Tony Macklin described the forgetting of how large a role women played in the
beginning of the Hollywood film industry as a kind of historiographic “amnesia”.'®® Going further,
traditionally few mainstream theorists or film historians have remarked upon the fact that women
were representationally more powerful and successful in film in the 1910s than in all the
decades to come. Even fewer have asked how or why this shifted. As famed and preeminent
film historian Kevin Brownlow replied simply in Terry’s documentary, he didn’t know why it

happened.'®® As mainstream film historians or business experts have been of little help, it is of
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use to turn to women business historians and feminist film scholars to try to interpret this turn of
events.

If Hollywood began with such potential for a modern emergent urban performance
space, it nonetheless ultimately took all the foundations of capitalism and sexual exploitation as
its underpinnings instead. Why this dramatic turn, rather than the attainment of any utopian
possibilities of creative egalitarianism? Crucial revisionist research has in fact been done in
recent decades by feminist film historians like Cari Beauchamp and the Women Film Pioneers
Project. Such feminist work has established how early film did in fact offer a climate of gender
equity and women’s creative leadership and power. Jane Gaines has identified this possibility
as specific to the financial and industrial realities of the cultural moment. As Gaines wrote in her
seminal 2002 chapter “Of Cabbages and Authors”:

a concise explanation of the reason that women were able to work in the motion
picture industry in Europe and the United States: no one knew that motion
pictures would become big business. This was not yet a significant industry and
with so little at stake (so little power, so little capital), much more could be
entrusted to women.'®’
A decade later, Gaines went on to develop this as a political-financial hypothesis, connecting
the capitalist pushing of women out of the business to the victory of the industry’s own
masculinist-corporatist self-congratulation. Gaines wrote that “[a] more political approach might
think in terms of knowledge apportionment, a rationing of the women credited in the industry
story of triumphant corporatization”.'%

In recent years, Gaines has demonstrated a still more nuanced evolution on this, one of
her signature subjects, away from star workers to ordinary workers. In 2018, Gaines explained
that “this narrative of ascendancy and disappearance due to economic change has become the
accepted explanation as to ‘what happened’ to powerful women”.'®® Yet then, in the vein of
Clark’s labour focus and the class focus of this project, Gaines rightly reminded that such a
narrative in feminist film history could betray something of a fetishisation of women directors and
stars. After all, no one disputes that women on the lower rungs as stenographers, cutters,
readers, or cleaners never “went away” at all. Thus Gaines was quite correct to clarify that:

[lJower-level workers have not been the measure of women in the industry...
Admittedly, these lower-level workers now make our original ‘What happened to
them?’ query seem elite and narrow.'64
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Additional feminist research from the business history side has also identified the period
up to 1920 as a window which closed as the industry’s potentials were made evident, allowing
for traditional masculinist-capitalism to establish total dominance. Business historian Karen
Mahar came to the same conclusion that | earlier posited in identifying the importance of the
Supreme Court decision of 1915 in the industry’s trajectory. Film became a fully front-and-centre
corporate industry, and concerns for creativity were pushed aside. Women then had to coexist
and work with and for men who, whether they knew it or not, not only had no interest in their
ideas of gendered social change, but were actively and with hostility not going to allow them to
come to fruition. Mahar explained that “[bJanking interests came to town, and defined women as
‘unfit to handle large numbers of people or large numbers of capital.” They preferred to deal with
male executives”.'®s

From the perspective of feminist cultural history, | see this moment around 1920 as the
predominant moment of Hollywood’s lost potential, the beginning of a slide to an increasingly
reclassed and regendered dystopia. (It was not, however, the only such moment; similar nodal
points to be discussed in the epilogue include the end of the studio system and the rise of the
Women'’s Liberation Movement). Thus a shift from a liberatory utopian moment to a realist-
oppressive reactionary one can be identified. Taking this to its conclusion, we might say that the
early halcyon days ended when male corporate capitalism, in the form of the studio system and
its alliance with finance capital, pushed out and erased women from positions of authority. Such
widespread demotion then ushered in an era of exploitation of women’s labour, abuses, and
sexual misconduct.

Going deeper into the American business zeitgeist of the 1910s and 1920s allows for a
more comprehensive understanding of the logic that pushed women out of power in the
American film industry. It is key to grasp this logic, as it arguably still foundational to Hollywood’s
deeply problematic power structure even today. Without such a look backward, it is likely
impossible to really understand the masculinist-capitalist-white supremacist underpinnings of
Hollywood, or to recognise that in fact the entire system is still moored in such.

Firstly, the masculinist-capitalist configuration of early Hollywood must be understood in
the context of the preeminent corporate ethos of its day: Fordism. Where today’s trendy
business bros can be heard in Silicon Valley, Tribeca, and Toronto extolling the virtues of

disruption, their 1920s counterparts would have been wheeling around preaching, conversely,
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the gospel of integration-- hierarchisation, standardisation, vertical integration, and the assembly
line. Many would have some picture of these concepts as cultural markers of this historical
period. Even a mass audience would recognise, then and today, Chaplin’s themes of
dehumanisation and alienation in the gears and assembly line scene in Modern Times (1936),
for example.'®® But what was the gendered aspect of Fordism?

Mark Garrett Cooper’s Universal Women: Filmmaking and Institutional Change in Early
Hollywood (2010) presented a fascinating study, in which he identified Fordism as one of the
primary factors in the 1920s disenfranchisement of women in Hollywood. By focusing on a
single studio (Universal) over the span of a few short years, Cooper extolled the reader not to
merely wave away the shift with a generalised “patriarchy” as simplified reason.'®” After all, both
Cooper’s study and other first-person accounts and scholarly histories paint a very different
picture of a creative and familial 1910s atmosphere. Yet American society had been no less
patriarchal five years prior.

In On Hollywood, Scott situated Inceville, Thomas Ince’s early 1910s studio, as a
forerunner to where the standardised and no longer freewheeling business would go. Ince, Scott
posited, began to install discipline over the creatives and thus,

“[o]n these foundations, an advanced division of labor started to make its
appearance in the motion picture industry, and the elements of a modern
managerial model of production were installed”."6®

Cooper stated that in the case of Universal, the studio also opted for a new, clear-cut
division of labour-- more divisions and hierarchy supported by more capital.'®® He uncovered
through primary sources how Universal deliberately moved towards the business school-
recommended practices of the day for-- and this is key-- any standard American product-
delivering corporation. In other words, tandem with the 1915 decision that ruled Hollywood to be
a business and not an art, the businessmen running it opted to design its new consolidating
structures on the model of a factory producing Model Ts or anything else: a factory of film. In
The Genius of the System, Schatz compared the new Southern California setups to factories
moving to be closer to needed resources.'”® Yet the matter of both product and raw material

being not only sunshine and space but human emotions, bodies, and physical activity did make
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this business unlike any other. Schatz noted that performers were “employees... who could not
be trained and regulated like other craftsmen and technicians”."”"

James Monaco in American Film Now wrote that “(t)he ‘factories’ were built: elaborate
production facilities which borrowed the assembly-line principle from Detroit”.'"? Janet Staiger
has explained that:

[w]hat advanced capitalism did do to the mode of production was to intensify the
existent mode by reasserting the production hierarchies of management The
standard became even more the standard.

Staiger continued that "[w]ith the shift to advanced capitalism, the manager-run company
reaffirmed the control of the management structure and hierarchy”."”® As Jan-Christopher Horak
has noted of Hollywood, “[a]fter 1917, the film industry as a whole... conformed to American
industrial norms by practicing a division of labor, scientific management, and consumer
advertising”.'”* With such a close focus as Cooper, Balio, and Staiger (among others) have
offered, we can see the deliberate policies and the reasonings behind them. This is the window-
closing moment from play and expansion to gender and patriarchal reification in plain view.

As Tino Balio noted of 1919 in The American Film Industry, “Richard A. Rowland,
president of Metro Pictures, had proclaimed that 'motion pictures must cease to be a game and
become a business”.'” Mary Pickford herself seemed to glean the negative shift as growing
from mass industrial change. She wrote in her autobiography Sunshine and Shadow (1955):

Where there had been an intimate little family group, threshing out its problems in
a warm, personal spirit of teamwork, there was now a huge machine- cold,
critical, automatic, and impersonal.'’®

Indeed, Pickford’s eventual founding of United Artists with her famed contemporaries was the
creatives’ response to management and capital’s offensive.

Monaco, on the other hand, dismissed Hollywood as simply “a quaint and rather
charming parody of a classic American industrial system”."7” | would instead argue that the ways

the studio tried to Taylorise human bodies and performances led to many of the abuses of this
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system that are still enshrined today. Such an understanding of the system leads one directly on
the same path as Powdermaker, when in the late 1940s she pronounced Hollywood, both
industrially and culturally, a totalitarian system.

Other studios had different feelings regarding the move to Fordism and its all-powerful
managerialism, though all eventually fell in line. When Louis B. Mayer and Irving Thalberg
merged to form MGM in 1924, the conscious model was the making of a film factory in order to
keep production moving at all times. Mayer, who was no technician, nevertheless found, as a
natural autocrat, ways to use the factory system to his advantage. David O. Selznick, more of a
creative genius type of producer and independent outlier, disdained the new factory setup. He
dismissed Paramount studio head B.P. Schulberg as a mere “mill foreman”.""8

In fact, this type of managerialism was an inevitable fixture of the move to masculinist
industrial production. Managerialism was, in fact, another business school concept that rose to
universal acceptance in the late nineteenth century. A further example of the misogynistic
logical fallacies abounding at the time, managerialism was based on standards of masculine
leadership. Hierarchy and supervision were in, creativity and collaboration were out. This meant
that traits associated with men were inherently correlated with and elevated to those of good
managers. At the same time, ordinary social convention dictated that all managers must be
men. If a woman were to want to be a manager, she would be excluded on these grounds. But
what if she had all the traits of a good manager? She couldn’t possibly. She’s wasn’t a man.

In fact, | would argue that not only was it so natural for companies like Universal to go in
a Fordist direction because they perceived it to be optimising of profit, but also because it fit
psychologically with the deepest held gender stereotypes of virtually all early twentieth century
American white men (save, perhaps, Thorstein Veblen). A business set up on the model of the
theatre might have valued and listened to women to some degree, and seen them acquire some
power. Women had been able to rise in the theatre and acquire power for centuries, to varying
degrees. But a business set up like a factory? Certainly not. Factories have foremen, not
forewomen. (The deeper irony that this was the one factory setup that could not run without
women seemed lost on these men, in terms of their lack of respect for the women in the system.
Unlike gas, coal, or even brassieres and cosmetics, the film industry required women-- not only
as consumers, but as creative producers.)

Rather, the Hollywood film industry felt quite confident that it had no need for women as

executives or directors. Perhaps a few writers could stay, but not many were necessary. Yet by
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nature, the business could never eliminate the need for women’s presence in the form of
onscreen bodies. So the women who remained visible in the system were actresses, their
Fordist role ornamentation-- to look beautiful and, in many cases, to be sexually available. The
crux of the 1917 to 2017 system in a paragraph.

Earlier | brought up the paradox of the mythos of “Hollyweird” in contrast with the reality
of studio capitalists’ right-wing, conservative politics. Previously mentioned scholars like Steven
Ross, Kathryn Olmsted, and Vincent Brook have raised the irony of the cementing of
Hollywood’s leftist reputation, in contrast with its actual hyper-capitalist realities, from the
beginning.'”® In this chapter introducing a circa-1920 gendered power collapse, | am contending
with the lost counterfactual of a Hollywood not built on masculinist capital that relegated women
to second-class status, but what could have been a creative space of equals regardless of
gender.

In a slightly different but related vein, historian Ross mourned another counterfactual of
class in his 1998 Working Class Hollywood. Ross wanted to establish that what he called “a
conservative popular cinema”,'® based in corporatism and capital, was not an inevitability of
Hollywood but nevertheless what it became. In doing so he looked to forgotten socially
progressive and pro-labour film produced before the studios cemented total control by the mid-
1920s. Both the government and the emerging Hollywood industry had every interest in putting
a stop to such “destabilising” films. Far from being foreign leftist agitators, the new studio heads
showed themselves to be executives who would decisively squash films with themes of class
conflict or social justice activism. As Ross asserted, the relative silencing of films dealing with
“workers, unions, radicals, employers, capitalism, and socialism... also affected the way
Americans today think- or fail to think- about questions of class and class identity”.'8

As Ross has explained, “[a]t the same time that worker filmmakers were trying to
heighten class consciousness, Hollywood producers were suggesting that class no longer
mattered”.'® The move instead in the 1920s to heartwarming films built upon hijinks and
romance which ended in “love and harmony among the classes”'® was a deliberate one. And
while Hollywood was producing films about love and high luxury to obscure class
consciousness, corporations like Ford were producing films for its workers that were anti-union,

pro-corporate paternalism, and alarmist as to “the Bolshevik menace”. With both Hollywood and

7 Ross, Working Class Hollywood; Olmsted, Right Out of California; Brook, Land of Smoke and Mirrors.
180 Ross. Working Class Hollywood.

181 Ibid xv.

182 |bid 9.

183 |bid xii.

51



business “promot[ing] the ideology of classless Americanism”,'® Ross’ counterfactual of a
class-conscious and progressive American cinema stood no more chance than my feminist

egalitarian one.

In David Thomson’s estimation, Fitzgerald’s Gatsby presented a riotously good-time
U.S. but with a capitalism and identity problem. As he has noted of the Gatsby universe,
“something central has gone wrong. American energy is betrayed already”.'® This quote from
Thomson is straightforward enough in his work, but for my own | would coopt it towards gender
injustice. Within the confines of this project, the centrality that had already gone wrong was the
re-hierarchisation that happened to New Women who tried to make their way in the new West,
accepted for a few brief years only to be shut out. Fitzgerald, Ross, Kathryn Olmsted (Right Out
of California: The 1930s and the Big Business Roots of Modern Conservatism, 2015) and | have
all been fascinated by the intersections of class, wealth, and gangsterism in the American 1910s
and 1920s to varying degrees. Here | take it further, suggesting that the “betrayal of American
energy” that took place in the era was all to the benefit of capitalists and against women,
through the successful employment of the specific corporate methods delineated above.

As the system tightened to male control, some of the first-person primary source
accounts already introduced in this chapter clearly illuminate the frustration and dismay of the
gendered woman'’s experience in Hollywood of the era. Frederica Sagor Maas went from riding
high as one of Hollywood’s most successful screenwriters to being fired and impoverished
because she disagreed with a male writer on the direction of a script. In the meeting, two
producers grew enraged with her, with one of them, Harry Rapf, demanding, “[a]re you telling
me | don’t know my business?” Maas explained that he then “put me in my proper place” by
calling it his story, though she had written every word.'® Shortly thereafter, Rapf fired her after
designating her a “troublemaker”. In Maas’ explanation, “[a] troublemaker was defined as
anyone who defied (however unwittingly) the authority vested in executives and producers”.®’
She realised Rapf had even more of the last laugh when she went to see the last film she had
written before her dismissal, a Norma Shearer vehicle, and found her name to have been taken
off the credits entirely. Maas’ lesson was that “[o]ne did not lightly challenge authority in the
movie business”; though she did not say it, being seen as doing so was both scandalous and

likely doubly hazardous for the career security of a woman writer. Her subsequent slide in
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financial difficulties was highly traumatising; she described it as “painfully demeaning- a
nightmare for me”.'8

This male executive demanding of female creative genuflection and obedience can thus
be seen as beginning in the early 1920s, but certainly as something that heightened in the peak
studio years as the men became ever more powerful. Such a panicked power hierarchy can be
read as residing in the great insecurity of this new managerial class of male producers and
studio executives. What some like Hallett have grouped under a broader showdown of
producers versus stars cannot be understood without its gender dynamic front and centre.

Some film historians have likened 1920s Hollywood to a rocket careening out of control.
Or, to mix metaphors, this was a public-driven craze that simply hadn’t stopped, and no one was
driving the ship. In Thomson’s words, “[i]Jt's not even clear that the business employed people
skilled enough to know where it was going, let alone guide or steer it”."® It is disappointing but
unsurprising that in such corporate situations, a mediocre manager will typically try to apply
more discipline and demand more fealty. It is also unsurprising that openness in terms of

gender would be one of the first victims of executive insecurity.

Thus, we may conclude that the logical fallacies of scientific managerialism were the
first, non-community specific reasons for women to be pushed out of power in early Hollywood.
The second major reason was more specific to this new industry; in fact, it was the direct result
of an industry built along the lines of a male ethnic monoculture: nepotism. | will argue in the
following section that nepotism was the primary male sociopathic practice that barred women
not only from power but also even from respect in Hollywood, before moving on to other forms
of masculinist sociopathy (corporate, sexual) already well-cemented by the 1920s.

Incidentally, the word “sociopathy” used to describe foundational male behaviours in the
Hollywood structure from its origins to the present is strong, and this is deliberate. It is meant to
remind that such behaviours have been antisocial and pathological, showcased by the elite
white American male in power, lacking empathy or care for other humans, especially those
considered lesser because of their class, gender, or racial status. Hence, sociopathic as,
literally, social pathology in beliefs, behaviours, and practices.

Recent business and social psychology research has confirmed that moving up a

corporate chain is commensurate with losing empathy for others. In a 2015 Harvard Business
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Review article, “Becoming Powerful Makes You Less Empathetic”, business professor Lou
Solomon cited research from social psychologist Dacher Keltner that people with power not only
lose the ability to empathise but also to read emotions and to adapt to other people. The same
article described the research of neuroscientist Sukhvinder Obhi, which has found that “power
can actually change how the brain functions”.'® Solomon asked how “the line where power
turns to abuse of power happens: ‘Slowly, and then suddenly’™”."%

Applying such to the Hollywood system, we can turn to Powdermaker, who wrote that
“organizational roles carry characteristic images of the kinds of people that should occupy them,
thus encouraging incumbents to turn into those kind of people”.'®? Contemporaneously to the
reigns of the studio founder class, we can also find a remarkably incisive quote in relation to the
psyches of the studio founders and their impact on the structural climates of the studios they
created, from economic philosopher Friedrich Hayek. In The Road to Serfdom (1944), Hayek
famously asserted that:

The probability of the people in power being individuals who would dislike the
possession and exercise of power is on a level with the probability that an
extremely tender-hearted person would get the job of a whipping-master in a
slave plantation.'®

Management theorists of the comfortable white male American twentieth century
asserted of the corporate system a benign rule that tended to work out. One of countless
examples of such good faith thinking on American capitalism could be characterised by Peter
Drucker’s assertion that "[i]t is probable that the minimal ethical efficiency needed to keep
society going is fairly low".'%* In light of the rampant misbehaviour and abuse caused by a
century of American male personal pathology in labour contexts brought to light in the time of
MeToo, this incredibly naive position has been quite demolished.

In other words, these are generally not monsters who were born as such (although some
Hollywood rulers with whom | contend in future chapters, like Eddie Mannix, seem to qualify as
psychopaths rather than sociopaths), but those who were made so by the system they created.
If we accept Neal Gabler’s strong premise of 1988’s An Empire of Their Own: How the Jews

Invented Hollywood that the “moguls” created a sort of new fiefdom which they ruled,® then we
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must ask how Lord Acton’s historical axiom on absolute power corrupting absolutely fits in to
that.

Many of the primary source, first-person accounts by women and workers in the system
are excellent for observing both the psychology of the Hollywood power structure and the visible
shift in some men as they gained omnipotence in the system. Such dehumanisation started
early. In an interview with Ezra Goodman, director King Vidor recalled that Irving Thalberg
conducted a story conference throughout star Mabel Normand’s funeral, from the limousine to
the pews of the church in the memorial service.® Frederica Sagor Maas recalled the initial
good rapport between herself and B.P. Schulberg, as within the Hollywood structure of the
1920s, they were both considered East Coast intellectuals. Differing from the other studio
founders, Schulberg was college educated from New York and had been a writer and reporter.
Maas described Schulberg as starting out literate, kind, and sensitive, but becoming
increasingly arrogant with power. She described walking in on the “family man” Schulberg
having sex with a starlet in his office, and becoming a desperate gambler who brought his
gambling buddies on as “producers” to pay off his debts.'%”

Some nepotism could fit into the business-speak of the cultural zeitgeist of the day. Men
had always chosen to elevate their peers from elite universities, fraternities, religions, or social
clubs to positions of power around them, and this was nothing new from WASPs to good old
boy networks. Nepotism as practice was certainly not unique to the Hollywood founder
generation or any particular immigrant group to the U.S. As Alan Trachtenberg has delineated in
The Incorporation of America: Culture and Society in the Gilded Age (1982), the most
successful families of the Gilded Age from the Rockefellers to the Harrimans and Hills operated
under complex schemes of incorporation, trusts, foundations, and inheritance to keep not only
wealth but power within families.®® But such robber baron fortunes were already generational
and in need of protection, rather than in primary acquisition stage.

In the 1920s, however, business management theory began to twist reasons as to why it
was scientific to choose people (men) from the same social group.'®® Such theory could then be
extrapolated down to family members. As Rosabeth Moss Kanter explained of twentieth century
business development in Men and Women of the Corporation (1977), “clusters of brothers,

nephews, cousins, and sons-in-law of top executives appeared everywhere”.?°° Advice to young
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men in magazines might earnestly offer how to try to marry the boss’ daughter or how to make
such a marriage most advantageous. Nearly every cross-class romance film seemed to have a
plot in which the secretary was trying to marry the boss’ son, or the young up-and-coming man
couldn’t be with the woman he really loved because he was engaged to the boss’ daughter.

In the new Hollywood milieu, fortunes and family power were still in the nascent stage of
building and hard work. In the Hollywood case and in theory, nepotism was an understandable
strategy for the new studio founder class, who attempted to use it as a particular tool to protect
themselves from outsiders and antisemitism. The studio founders had mostly risen from poverty
and were just getting started-- a dynamic to be explored more in depth in the epilogue as to how
it enabled oppressive systems still in effect today. But in practice, this nepotism meant that there
were scores of men running around studio lots, barking orders, trying to force women to sleep
with them, with little education and absolutely no qualifications than some distant cousinship to
a studio founder.

The upside to such a business model was a firm grip on control by the masculinist power
structure and thus, it was believed, the ability to efficiently and profitably make a great deal of
films. In reality, this was not how the industry played out. These were the years in which power
transferred not just from women to men but from creatives to capital, and such a move to
“business efficiency” came about with the weakened position of the director and actor and the
rise of the producer.

Certainly, Fordist and modern industrial practices were introduced to Hollywood studios
early, and were of the type that would have been recognisable to Veblen and other business
theorists and economists of the day. As Janet Staiger explained in The Classical Hollywood
Cinema (2003):

‘Efficiency experts’ and ‘production-line’ practices appeared in the U.S. film
industry by 1912 and became the order of the day around 1914. With this came
the ‘central producer’, the modern manager of a well-organized mass production
system which was now necessary... 2%

Furthermore, the modern American film business as it developed first in New York and then in
Los Angeles did not escape the Taylorism craze of scientific management of the 1910s. As
Staiger explained in relation to the worker in the studio system:

Two aspects of these management practices are significant for what happened in
film’s mode of production: the application of scientific management to the worker
in the production line and to the management of the firm.202
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With so many male relatives in need of work, including those with no understanding of
film as either art or business, the term “producer” became a catch-all one. Frederica Sagor
Maas described working in a script department that went from dynamic and creative to one that
was increasingly unpleasant, staffed with a motley crew of people who needed favours as
“readers”-- sisters of writers, sons of senators, and barely literate mistresses of executives.?%
Nepotism lent itself equally to both abuse and mediocrity, it seemed. The portrait Maas offers
here of one department really illuminates some of the atrocious systemic and foundational
Hollywood practices that would plague the treatment of creatives, workers, and women for the
next century.

Numerous first-person accounts from across the industry of the time derided the ever-
increasing ranks of the know-nothing producer. Even the popular media knew enough to mock
the nepotistic foundations of many of the most famous studios of the day; Laemmele’s
Universal, for example, was teased in print as “families of Laemmles”.?** While comical
anecdotes on this Hollywood industrial reality abounded from stars, writers, and even in jokes in
the popular press, it was actually a major contributor to the loss of excellent, competent women
and the rise of mediocre and abusive men. And what’s more, even business-trained men, not
just unqualified relations, were on shaky ground managing anyone in this new industry that no

one truly understood.

The power and pathologies of the studio heads are a major subtheme of this project in
their own right. Louise Brooks explained that in her estimation what the studio heads loved more
than anything was to “walk around and rule. To keep the actors down”.2% Cecil B. DeMille
described Adolph Zukor as someone who enjoyed power for power’s sake, someone trying to
turn the tables on the world.?°® Mayer liked to remind his studio “family” that they were “all his
children”.?” Douglas Fairbanks, Jr. explained of Mayer in his 2001 Villecco interview in Silent
Stars Speak, “| was terrified of him as most people were. He wasn’t really nasty [to work with]

but in a subtle way, very strong, and people were very frightened of him.”?%® David Thomson,
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speaking of Mayer’s greed, cruelty, and vanity, opined rather archly that these are qualities that
get great movies made. This is a conclusion that is both unhelpful cliché, and reinforcing of
systems of masculinist abuse against creative workers. In fact, dictatorship is no way to run a
creative production industry, either in terms of quality or ethically speaking. We know this today,
and yet its traces are only just beginning to be removed from the Hollywood of the 2020s. The
various types of sociopathy inflicted by these men upon the system and especially upon the
women in it, which still inform its current pathologies, will be discussed in the following sections.

The behaviours and models of industrial methods that became normative in the
Hollywood of this time are not at all native or unique to film industries, Hollywood specifically, or
even American business methods. They appear in every society. But the common thread is
masculinist domination. | would suggest that through the application of theorists of industry and
sociology, they can be more specifically situated in both their Americanness, and also in the
Hollywood habitus that developed. The first is corporate male sociopathy. | once again turn to
Veblen for the origins and problematics of masculinist capitalism.?°® In an exploration of male
corporate sociopathy, his theory of excessive competition and domination is particularly useful.
As Veblen had theorised on the topic of domination:

When the community passes... to a predatory phase of life, the conditions of
emulation change. The opportunity and the incentive to emulation increase
greatly in scope and urgency. The activity of the men more and more takes on
the character of exploit.2'°

Looking to how the pathologies of a managerial class are transmitted to a cultural
production field is a type of deconstruction of creative industries that cultural labour theorists
have attempted in recent years-- but interestingly, without a historical approach thus far. Saha
has asked that we look to a “politics of production”?!" as one in which the exact same initial

impulses of the producer class are, in Ryan’s estimation, then repackaged into modern
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business-speak with terms like “standardization” and “productivity”: “bureaucratization
represents the corporate response to the unpredictability of the worker” 22

What is shocking in such corporatist deconstruction is how perfectly aligned such
conclusions are with the earlier-mentioned conclusions of a nineteenth century feminist thinker
like Charlotte Perkins Gilman-- and how her conclusions on male capitalist social dysfunction
still read as radical a century later. Business practices and business-speak are so thoroughly
and completely saturated in masculinist discourse and false accepted commonplaces as to be
both utterly entrenched and perpetually made invisible. They became more so, not less,
throughout the twentieth century. In the case of the American corporate model, the mundane
realities of the business world have been incessantly translated to war, sports, and animal
metaphors: to go to battle, to beat an opponent, to win, to be a shark. Even back to the
nineteenth century, Tammany Hall New York political boss Richard Croker put it bluntly as to
this worldview:

Chess is war; business is war; the rivalry of students and athletes is war.
Everything is war in which men strive for mastery and power as against other
men, and this is one of the essential conditions of progress.?'®
Following more than a century of this language, such a view of American business is completely
and systemically entrenched. American corporate values are, to my knowledge, simply not
addressed in terms of their sociopathy in mainstream business studies-- so much so that it is
necessary to return to theorists of a century or more ago, like Veblen and Gilman, for such
discussion.

These predatory systems, so well-defined by iconoclastic scholars like Veblen and
Gilman, clearly include Hollywood. As the new industry’s success grew stratospherically, it was
more and more clearly an industry by and for men. Take for example one of the founders, Carl
Laemmle, as a counterexample to the sort of ascendant American business successes these
theorists were describing. Laemmle never moved into the theatre expansion aspect of the film
business that made the other first-generation men even more wealthy. As a result, he stayed in
the second tier and declined early. Thomas Schatz’ characterisation of Laemmle in terms of the
above premises of domination and exploitation is apt:

It's been said that Laemmle was unique among the film industry pioneers in that
he lacked the qualities most often associated with the movie mogul: the ruthless,
competitive drive, the open greed, the instinct for the jugular.?™
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With humane (but still nepotistic) founders like Laemmle the exception, the archetypal
Hollywood or American capitalist shark became the model in both fact and fiction. Fictionalised
versions of these men who are useful here and in future chapters were based on tyrants
mythologised into heroes: Mayer, Harry Cohn, Jack Warner, Mannix, and more. They include
anyone from the aforementioned Sammy Glick as created by Budd Schulberg to the also-
aforementioned Stanley Hoff in The Big Knife (1949),2'® Clifford Odets’ Mayer/Harry Cohn
caricature. Jonathan Shields in The Bad and the Beautiful (1952) is another archetypal
character.?'® They also include later Hollywood and non-Hollywood monsters, from Oliver
Stone’s Gordon Gekko in Wall Street (1987) to Robert Altman’s Griffin Mill in The Player
(1992).2"" | would argue that this cultural archetype reached its apotheosis in fiction of the last
several decades in the form of Patrick Bateman in Bret Easton Ellis’ American Psycho (1991)
and its 2000 film adaptation by Mary Harron.2'® In non-fiction and the MeToo landscape, one
needs only look to hundreds of prominent men, most notably the real-life personages of Harvey
Weinstein, Bill Cosby, the late Jeffrey Epstein, and the most recent occupier of the American
presidency.

What arose by the end of this early 1920s consolidation, then, was a highly patriarchal,
rigid, and ruthless system. It successfully set up a system rife with opportunities for financial
exploitation, personal and sexual abuse, and the ability for those in power to do as they pleased
in terms of the buying, selling, bullying, and discarding of human beings. In the “In The
Beginning” episode of Brownlow’s Hollywood (1980), Cecil B. DeMille’s daughter Agnes DeMille
recalled what her father had told her: “[w]e were not artists, we didn’t know what we were
doing”; but that as with pre-Elizabethan theatre, they were making it possible for the next
generation to become so0.2'® While an interesting retrospective view, this statement romanticises
and lends a creative gravitas to DeMille that most of the businessmen at the beginning of film,
frankly, did not have. Instead, the Wurtzels and the Sennetts of the business won out. Beyond
these first-generation men with their mediocrity and anti-intellectualism, the industry then moved

seamlessly on to a system of even more entrenched and untouchable power and abusive
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structures. By the 1930s, a feminist perspective reveals a truly dictatorial system that has been

synchronously identified within Powdermaker’s vision of a totalitarian Hollywood.
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Chapter 2

Grand lllusion: Class Confusion and Women in Early Hollywood
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The economy that claims to include the feminine as the subordinate term in a binary opposition of
masculine/feminine excludes the feminine... as that which must be excluded for that economy to
operate."

-Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (1993).

Chapter One proposed a non-teleological and gender-focused understanding of Hollywood as
a male-centred capitalist system, an interpretation of the work of previous film historians.? As this
thesis project moves to the specifically American nature of Hollywood’s gender-based exploitation, it
moves to grounding in case studies of women in both the pre-studio and studio eras (1910-1930) and
away from general discussion of the actress as class subject. Before addressing women'’s
experiences in early Hollywood, | would like touch upon some of their lived realities in labour and
performance in the US in precinematic contexts, from the late nineteenth century and into the early
twentieth. Such sociocultural practices provoke comparison with and often lead directly into
revelations about the gendered birth of film, Hollywood, and the studio and star systems. This analysis
holds a significant place in the larger argument of this thesis and cement its anti-teleological thrust:
that industrialising performance in the U.S. via Hollywood’s studio system, rather than demonstrating
movement and modernity, in fact ensnared women into second-class status and precarious conditions
in wholly new ways.

As in all modernising nations in the Industrial Revolution, the United States offered increasing
opportunities for women to work and make money, but under worse conditions. With few labour laws,
women who worked as dressmakers, seamstresses, laundresses, or washerwomen could work up to
fourteen-hour shifts in cold or heat, with little food.* As cultural and performance historians (such as
Tracy Davis, James McMillan, Kirsten Pullen, and Barry King) have demonstrated, some working-
class women did have one other alternative: to go on the stage or into other avenues of performance.*
These scholars have addressed the relative attractiveness of entertainment professions for working-
class women, comparing acting with other working-class jobs available to them. Pullen reinforces that
even though actresses and performing women did have to deal with “merciless attention™ upon their
bodies and personal lives, they nevertheless made far more money than other working-class women

for work that was considered less grueling. Hilary Hallett specifies that by 1900 performing was one of
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the largest professions for women, especially those coming from the working class who considered
the stage their chance to avoid factories or being in service.® Tracy Davis explains:
[tlhe arts undoubtedly offered the most accessible and suitable professional fields for
middle-class women who were schooled in drawing room accomplishments (and
perhaps little else) as well as some of the most desirable lines of work for lower middle-
class and working-class women for whom the social stigma of acting, singing, or
posturing in public was less distasteful than the rigours of manufacturing, distributive,
or domestic trades.’
Such a hierarchy of working-class jobs demonstrated why performance positions might have been
considered attractive to women from the working classes. This was the case even when, as frequently
happened, performance work was merely piecework. It might be cobbled together with other types of
labour like factory or shift work. It also could often enmesh with various degrees of sexually connoted
exploitation or sustenance sex work.® There were no shortage of “double shift” actresses-- those who
might work a typical working-class job in the day, and then perform in the evenings. The social subject
of the double shift actress was a common one, and there was in fact no bright line at all between
precarious industrial work and performance work. As this chapter will demonstrate, this reality
effectively shatters the illusion of glamour that the overwhelmingly male-owned entertainment
business was projecting. This was true not only for the thousands of aspiring women entertainers who
lived their entire lives in obscurity and precarity, but also for the women who made successful careers
on stage and in Hollywood.

The blurred lines between working-class women in performance and other professions existed
far beyond the balancing of day jobs with part-time jobs. They have encompassed an entire
continuum with the archetype that | identify as the showplace woman-- known in France as /a fille
publique and described by Kristine Butler in her studies of the French urban vamp--° a no less
workable concept in nineteenth century pre-cinematic times than in studio-era cinematic ones or,
indeed, in 2020."° In reality, in the pre-cinematic era stardom in the theatre was rare and lofty.

In American Beauty (1983), Lois Banner explained that in fact, the modern, twentieth century
language of stardom grew out of the journalistic discourse around the “professional beauty” or the
society belle common in the previous century.! This was a woman from the elite or the middle-class,

exceedingly rarely the working-class, written about in newspapers for her beauty and all her beaux.
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Evocative of the filmic Scarlett O’Hara, the society belle was rhapsodised about in the language that
would sweep the world through cinematic culture: she was “brilliant”, a “queen”, a “star, part of a
“constellation”, with “subjects” and “attendants” in tow.'? Such stardom would not typically have been
the dream of the majority of young working-class women hoping to make some money, but instead
that of a few middle class women, trained for acting and aspiring to a high-level career on stage.

Some examples of the working-class woman-cum-"quasi-performer” type in the urban
nineteenth century U.S. include the subcultural “G’hal” of New York City, the “waiter girl” of the urban
saloon, and the taxi dancer of the turn of the century. As historians in this field like Jeffrey Wiltse,
Kirsten Pullen, and Gillian Rodger have excavated in recent years, ' these women blended working-
class jobs with performance, bodily display, occasional nudity, and, at times, sex work. The social and
professional ambiguity associated with these jobs makes them cultural antecedents of the showgirl;
thus these women are indeed the progenitors of the first generation of Hollywood actresses.

The G’hals were an urban countercultural social group in New York and other large American
cities who were primarily made up of Irish immigrants or first-generation Irish poor city-dwellers. These
women worked low-wage drudge jobs during the day, but their real social identity was in nightlife—
attending dance halls, saloons, “free and easys”, wine rooms, oyster rooms, boxing matches, and
vaudeville with their male social counterparts, the Bhoys. This was a rather fearless nightlife
underworld unconcerned with respectability in the mainstream sense, where criminals, sex workers,
and working people out for entertainment all mingled at once. Some of the G’hals also took evening
shifts as “pretty waiter girls”.’* A discourse developed in the press around girls who had run away from
the family farm for the freedom and fun of the urban waiter girl lifestyle.'® Such writings, in fact, read
quite similarly to the social panic around migration of young women to Hollywood in the 1920s.

Another pre-cinematic social archetype that blended working-class status with performing for
wages was the urban saloon waitress/singer (not to be confused with the eponymous Old West
“saloon girl”, to be discussed later through the prism of western migration). In cities along the Eastern
Seaboard and Chicago, the music saloon developed as part German beer hall, part ballroom. As
historian Jeffery Wiltse has written of the culture of the saloons, they were notable for “women’s
ubiquitous presence... as waiters, performers, prostitutes, and patrons”.'® Wiltse paints a picture of
spaces where well-heeled proper ladies and sex workers mixed, and with numerous simultaneous
levels of concurrent exchange-- women selling sex, waitresses flirting for tips, drinks, and gifts, people

on dates, and unescorted women meeting men for romantic relationships.!” Women were also

12 bid.

3 Wiltse, “I Like To Get Around”; Pullen, Actresses and Whores, Gillian Rodger, M. Champagne Charlie and
Pretty Jemima: Variety Theater in the Nineteenth Century (Champaign, lllinois, 2010).

4 Wiltse, “I Like To Get Around”.

'8 Ibid.

16 Ibid.

7 bid.

65



commonly brought into saloon spaces as singers. Just as in the other types of clubs, saloons might
likely offer grueling working conditions for both waitresses and performers, but also a semblance of
safety-- if the performers were daughters or female relatives of the proprietor. If not, the women found
themselves in a very unsupported world yet again, one in which favours or sex work were likely to be
expected. In the nineteenth century, performing women unaccompanied by male family members
were commonly considered sexual fair game. As Rodger explained, “[there was little to stop the men
in the audience from molesting these women or treating them as prostitutes, who were not infrequent
visitors to saloons”."®

Another prime example of sexualised, hierarchical working-class women’s performance work
in the nineteenth century U.S. might be the American history of tableaux vivant. The term referred to
shows of living models who would sit still while scantily dressed, with no singing, dancing, or
performing aspect. Tableaux had become a minor social sensation beginning in the 1830s, when
many of the “artists” were brought over from Europe.'® Yet by the 1850s it was considered seedy and
storefront, a space of drunken male audiences and women in flesh-coloured body stockings.? In this
respect the tableaux vivant club could be characterised as the nineteenth century progenitor of today’s
strip club. Also as in the modern world and speaking again to the feminist materialist base of this
thesis, tableaux and variety dancing became reliably seedier in years of economic recession and
hardship. Just as in, to take the obvious example, Depression-era Hollywood, women who wanted to
keep their dancing jobs had to be willing to “do more”?', with the old axiom that “there’s a hundred girls
behind you to take your place” (the axiom that we will see ruled Hollywood supply and demand for
decades) well in play. Dances like the cancan came into popularity coinciding with times of economic
precarity; in other words, their incorporation into bills dreamed up by male theatrical impresarios
played on the financial desperation of the performers. In a precursor to the studio system, the
management and theatre circuit systems that formed in the nineteenth century were virtually
universally male-owned.

Finally, the slightly seedy and underworld-associated profession and milieu of the taxi dancer
arose firmly out of these working-class circumstances as well. Elisabeth Perry has written about the
history of suspect “dancing academies”, which featured drinking, smoking, gambling, and alcoves and
balconies interspersed throughout.?? In cities in which working-class men, many of them immigrants,
were alone and lonely but could not afford respectable dancehall dances, cheaper dancehalls sprung
up in which women were hired as “dance instructors”. The women, known as taxi dancers, often made

five cents commission on a ten-cent dance.
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Two further cultural archetypes not only establish the American variety of the pre-cinematic
actress as working-class, but also help to draw a historic line that leads directly into the new film
archetype of the Hollywood starlet: the western saloon girl, and the eastern chorus girl. American
eastern to western migration is present in both. Saloon singers in the urban east became saloon girls
in the new frontier west. Actresses with peripheral involvement in the legitimate stage in New York
morphed into Broadway chorus girls, who in turn became some of the first actresses to go west to
Hollywood to dance and be extras.

Through social and performance history, Rodger has studied the blurring between the
legitimate and illegitimate stage via “variety” entertainment, and thus the legitimate and illegitimate
actress, in the nineteenth century U.S. Rodger has identified “two different strands of variety-
sexualized and respectable... by the 1880s variety had fractured along these lines”.?® Rodger’s class
striation hypothesis identifies the same kind of class split in the nineteenth century that | identify in the
twentieth; as with my Hollywood work, Rodgers see these nineteenth women as taking partin a
“uniquely American” process of class value formation.?* While glamorous leading lady actresses on
the legitimate stage received the most publicity, a much larger parallel track existed of women
subsisting on performance careers at the margins. A typical class-gender dynamic might have
occurred when middle-class women took the more respectable, less dangerous performing jobs, while
the lower performing jobs were then left to the more unschooled and unprotected young women.

As the United States moved westward in its rapid expansion and Manifest Destiny period,
women performers (and the constant perception of their sexual availability) moved westward too.
Entertainment spaces went by different names in the American West, and these evinced different
levels of respectability or danger for women. The dangers for women performers in transient male
spaces like mining camps in the West can be understood as extremely heightened. In California in the
1850s and 1860s, for example, the population was 90% male.

In many outpost towns, local leaders tried to brand new spaces of entertainment the town
“opera house” in efforts towards culture and gentility. In some new towns, the opera house did take on
such a role. Theatre historians like Rodger, Pullen, and Glenn Hughes have detailed how the local
opera house frequently instead became a centre of drunkenness, crime, and sex work.?®> Wine rooms
next to opera houses, in particular, functioned as the western equivalent to the tableaux vivant: a
similar social space to the modern-day strip club. Singers and actresses plied men with liquor and

were meant to make money for the establishment and themselves through the custom of “treating”.
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There were side rooms for sexual favours, and sex workers also worked these spaces.?® Even more
wild could be the honky-tonk, born in the Alaska and California Gold Rush towns. With dancehalls,
girls, drinks, side-rooms, and female impersonators, the honky-tonk was beneath the burlesque
space, and “the reputations of the entertainers were generally low”.?” There were great chances for
women to forge careers, but in a fraught and dangerous atmosphere. Decades before the movies, a
situation was already arising in California in which women performers worked under industrially and
sexually precarious positions, often making money for male-owned companies under said conditions.
These American traditions of performers and performance spaces, in their hybridities, outsider status,
and levels of comfort with vice and crime, should be properly recognised as much more of a true
undergirding of Hollywood than anything promoted by a dream factory mythos.

As the west settled and became somewhat more respectable, more high-profile women arrived
and became its first theatrical stars. In his overview of American theatre, Hughes singles out some of
these personalities. One is the Irish-English courtesan-dancer Lola Montez, who left New York for
California and became a massive success with the all-male audiences whom she cultivated.? Girls
from traveling theatre families, like Marjorie Rambeau, were dressed up like boys to play and perform
in the outposts of Alaska.?® Charlotte Crabtree, performing from a young age in the California mining
camps under the watchful eye of her mother, made it to San Francisco, adopted the stage name
Lotta, and became another star.%°

Another commonality with early Hollywood lay in the ways critics saw these performing women
as untrained and somewhat uncouth, yet full of electricity and fitting with the energy of new western
cities and the young country. Truly foreshadowing the Roaring Twenties, some of Lotta’s press reads
as nearly interchangeable with that of someone like the phenomenal Clara Bow of the 1920s. Lotta
was described as a “rough diamond”, full of mischief and uncultured accents, but still exuding charm
and vitality.3! She left a great deal to be desired as an actress, but was praised for dancing and
singing “with great spirit”.3? Lotta was praised in the popular press for possessing “beyond all we ever
saw.... brass”.®® With commentary that verged on the proto-modernist, one reviewer concluded of
Lotta’s popularity (despite her faults) that “all this is amusing, and whatever is amusing is popular”.34

Another such performer was Clara Morris, whom critic John Rankin Towse described as follows:
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She was, first and last, a natural born actress... She was often barely respectable as
an elocutionist, she was habitually crude, and occasionally unrefined, in pose, gesture,
and utterance; she had distressful mannerisms... but, nevertheless...%®

Pullen, like Rodger, has placed this time in American performance history as the one in which
two tiers of classed actresses begin to emerge onstage. Just as there were gradations of women who
deserved or didn’t deserve safety or respect in saloon spaces, the legitimate theatre developed with
two levels of actresses. This system bears a particular historical resonance with discussion in Chapter
Four as to who was targeted by the Hollywood casting couch versus who was protected or left alone.
One of the central points of Pullen’s Actresses and Whores: On Stage and in Society (2005) was to
clarify how much lower-class actresses, coded as sexually available, continued to exist. Yet, as she
also stresses, a new type of woman performer was emerging, one that seemed to give a nod to both
Victorian values and American democracy. This type emerged from the middle-class, had education
and training especially in singing or refinements, and often arrived with an origin story in tow about
going on the stage to help her family in a time of financial reversals.*® Some of these stage celebrities
might have come from well-to-do family backgrounds. Others, like Charlotte Cushman of the 1840s,
were described as noble because they were said to have unimpeachable morals.®” Others, again,
would be considered natural actresses and “geniuses” in spite of their lower-class ways, like in the
aforementioned instance of Letta or Clara Morris. Already evident here, and again foreshadowing
Hollywood publicity, is a class-based dynamic in which a particular woman might have been popular,
but it was marked down to charisma rather than creative acumen or skill.

Distinct from both lower-class actress-sex workers and middle to upper-class grande dames,
the chorus girl emerged. The chorus girl was young and pretty rather than womanly and stately. She
may or may not have come from the working classes, but she was characterised in the news
coverage of her day as something of a streetwise hustler. In American Beauty, Banner analysed the
media discourse around the American chorus girl of the turn of the century. It generally had them out
to land wealthy husbands or patrons, or, barring that, at least lifestyles of jewels and champagne.*®
Before there were aspirational movie fan magazines, there were newspapers that recounted the
adventures of Ziegfeld Girls-- women like Billie Burke who made 1500 dollars a week and “lived in a
whirl of furs, maids, and flowers”.*® Banner connected the pre-cinematic positionality of the chorus girl
as the idol of young (working-class) women to American class consciousness. She explained:

The vanguard position of working-class women is evidenced by the fact that the most
popular actress in the United States at the turn of the century was the chorus girl, a
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figure who personified the hopes of working-class women and whose free behavior
both rectified and stimulated their own.*°

Banner has asserted that around 1900, the height of public celebrity in New York was the
ensemble known as the Florodora Girls. Described as “goddesses, the first of their class”,*' these
women couldn’t sing, dance, or act, but were merely chosen for beauty and squired around the stage
by a male companion. There was extremely high turnover in the troupe as the young women were
continuously picked off by proposals and marriage. Banner has identified the classed and aspirational
American Dream for women that the turn-of-the-century showgirl represented-- one that inarguably
kicked into hyperdrive with the Hollywood star: “[jJust as there were supposedly few limits to the
success a man could achieve through hard work, there were no obstacles to the heights a beautiful
woman could attain”.*? As identified by Banner, the Florodora Girls can be seen as a precursor to the
early Hollywood starlets in their aspirational positions in media consumed by working-class girls, as
well as in their high visibility based on beauty and charisma.*® Indeed, as theatre and vaudeville gave
way to early film in primacy with the public, there was often a literal blurring of the chorus girl and the
early Hollywood starlet. Some of the early stars, like Louise Brooks, Joan Crawford, and Myrna Loy
started precisely as Broadway showgirls back East, migrating from east to west and beginning acting
in the movies as extras or dancers.*

The life of the pre-cinematic actress in the U.S., just as in any country or any historical period,
was still not an easy one. There was drudgery or multiple job piecework, precarity, juggling of
“respectability” with sexual availability, and danger. The woman performer as a working-class subject
was a de facto trade object in the U.S homosocial public sphere and male-controlled entertainment
business. Yet, as Rodger, Hallett, Marcus, and other cultural historians have demonstrated, there was
also more bodily freedom before industrialisation; more liberation, independence, and migration
compared to what came next via the studio system.*® In comparison with the out-of-control abuse of
supply and demand in early Hollywood, things got worse. The Hollywood to come, characterised by
indentured servitude-like contracts, forced and extreme bodily makeovers, and the open secret

casting couch, did not yet exist. As delineated in Chapter One, white male corporate capitalism in
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Hollywood became continually more dominant, more specialised, and more Fordist by film’s second
decade.*®

Before the full implementation of the studio system closed doors to women’s power in the
1920s, there was more of an archetypal chain leading from the freewheeling women performers of the
later nineteenth century to the New Women characters and stars in earliest Hollywood. In some ways,
for example, the cultural figure of the 1910s serial queen can be seen as something of a positive link
between the more liberated aspects of the pre-cinematic actress and the early, open days of
Hollywood. The positive change and utopian possibilities that Hollywood and California were
representing for women in the 1910s were made manifest by the serial queens, known for their
bravery and skillful stunts. Pearl White, for one, was known as “the queen of courage and daring”.#’
As well explained by feminist film historians like Lauren Rabinovitz, Jackie Stacey, Shelley Stamp,
Kathy Peiss, and Christina Burr, a culture of mimesis existed between the serial queen actresses and
the young working-class women who identified with and emulated them.*® Besides demonstrating
athleticism and bravery, many of the serial actresses also showed creative acumen, working as co-
writing or co-producing partners on teams for their own films. In extratextual fan magazine coverage,
the actresses were just as likely to be remarked upon as businesswomen and entrepreneurs as they
were to have their roles discussed.*®

Besides being early film celebrities, feminist role models, and economic successes, the serial
gueens may also be read with interest via both class and Americanness. Lois Banner and Hilary
Hallett have both written in particular about the serial queen as the American face of the New Woman
to the global public.%° Shelley Stamp has brought attention to the cultural impact of the serial queens
on the spectator in terms of American girlhood, while Liz Conor has explored the same American
export qualities of the daring new women protagonists upon global audiences of the time.%' Feminist
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queens;®? in my case, | am particularly interested in the serial queens for their circulation and export of
a national femininity. As | have written of these women in “Hollywood Was A Matriarchy: The
Forgotten Decade of Women’s Power and Independence In Film” for The Independent (2018):

Above all, they infused the global New Women with a front-and-center Americanism
that reverberated around the globe... To international audiences, critics, and
intellectuals alike, these women represented an American physicality and bravery.
America appeared to be a kind of gender utopia on-screen, and Hollywood seemed to
be one to0.%?

Ironically, while American society was exporting a global model for young womanhood in modernity
culture, in the U.S itself a highly gender-biased and exploitative film industry was about to emerge
within just the course of a decade.

Alicia Malone, in her book Backwards and In Heels: The Past, Present, and Future of Women
Working In Films (2017), offers that moments of feminist advancement in Hollywood have always
provoked backlash and patriarchal reification.®* For instance, while male serials stayed popular into
the 1930s and even the 1940s on radio, women’s film serials were dead by the 1920s. Just after their
heyday, they had already come to be seen as a sort of relic of the suffragette grandmothers’ age. In
1936 a Los Angeles Times reporter opined, “[tlhere are no more serial queens... the serials now
prefer to let their menfolk wear the pants”.®® The end of the serial queen cultural moment can be
concurrently configured as the reclassing of women performers to second-class status in a
standardising Hollywood. The shift was not a mere coincidence of trends or taste. Rather, it can be
directly politically understood as part of a broader trend in the business of return to traditional gender
roles.

As Mark Garrett Cooper has put it, we need to contend with "the contingency that dogs any
historical explanation: no matter how pellucid the unfolding of causes and consequences, events
might have gone otherwise”.%¢ Gender was not an ahistorical category in the Hollywood system.
Paraphrasing both Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, gender has a history and a future; in Hollywood

this has been no exception.®” As Steven Ross notes, for example, “Hollywood did not just happen. It

52 Stamp, Movie-struck Girls; Jennifer M. Bean, Flickers of Desire: Movie Stars of the 1910s. New Brunswick,
Rutgers, 2011).

53 Kerry McElroy, “Hollywood Was a Matriarchy’: The Forgotten Decade of Women’s Power and
Independence in Film.” The Independent. September 1, 2018.

54 Alicia Malone, Backwards and in Heels: The Past, Present and Future of Women Working in Films. (Coral
Gables: Mango, 2017); Amber Tamblyn, Era of Ignition: Coming of Age in a Time of Rage and Revolution (New
York, Penguin Random House, 2019).

%% |bid., 44.

% Mark Garrett Cooper, Universal Women: Filmmaking and Institutional Change in Early Hollywood.
(Champaign, lllinois, 2010) xxi.

57 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality (New York, Pantheon, 1978); Judith Butler, Gender Trouble:
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York, Routledge, 1990); Jana Sawicki, Disciplining Foucault:
Feminism, Power, and the Body (New York, Routledge,1991); Susan Bordo, “The Body and the Reproduction
of Femininity: A Feminist Appropriation of Foucault.” In Gender/Body/Knowledge: Feminist Reconstructions of

72



was shaped by a series of contentious skirmishes among an array of groups with a variety of political
visions”.®® In Working Class Hollywood, Ross situates his arguments within many leftist political and
class counterfactuals.> There is equal ability to do the same speculative work with gender in early
Hollywood. There was no certainty as to how systemic guidelines or prescriptions around the roles of
women would have developed. While numerous film scholars have famously written about this shift
(Jane Gaines; Karen Mahar; Hilary Hallett; Mark Garrett Cooper; Jennifer Bean), they have focused
on different reasons and methods.®® Whatever the scholarly approach, however, it is indisputable that
separate spheres and a return to gender norms had definitively returned by the beginning of the
1920s.

Jean-Louis Comolli reminded in Cahiers du cinema that film is far from merely an ideological
artistic text: it is instead “a sociohistorical practice with an ideological function".®! This type of politically
informed reading of film can be applied to the socioeconomic system of early Hollywood. It can be
used to consider the mystery of women’s disappearance in early Hollywood as directors and
producers, as well as the waning of strong figures such as the Modern Woman or the serial queen.
The shift to male finance capital and executive omnipotence marks, in Comolli’'s terms, the shift to
new sociohistorical practices upholding different ideological functions. These practices, illustrated in
throughout this chapter and beyond, had the ideological function of maintaining the re-establishing
and upholding of a white masculinist-capitalist order. Specifically, they made Hollywood palatable to
such an order, thus leading high finance into the American film industry. Both Los Angeles as a new
metropolis and Hollywood as the site of this new film industry began to successfully mirror the same
racist, misogynist, classist, and capitalist structures of broader American society. But at the same
time, as | have argued:

It is now evident that the failure to create a new industry outside of America’s more
traditional capitalist patriarchy was intentional, not simply failure of imagination or
creativity. In light of #metoo, we can see how it also led to specifically hazardous
industrial conditions for women.®2
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In fact this period of masculinist-capitalist corporate triumph amounts to another nodal moment in the
history of women in Hollywood, of the kind that actress, poet, and MeToo/Time’s Up founder Amber
Tamblyn has described thusly: “power that has traditionally been denied to us... perversely, has
been lent to us for a time, before we have to give it back to the rightful owners”.5®

In “Technologies of Early Stardom and the Extraordinary Body” (2001), Jennifer Bean reminds
that on the whole, there were relatively few female stars in the 1910s and indeed into most of the
1920s-- and yet film studies of the time seem to emphasise them heavily. Bean continues that
“historians have tended to focus on actresses that were extremely successful, popular, and therefore
exceptional”, while “the bulk of unnotable women has been ignored”.5* Bean has asked why
Hollywood history hasn’t been more focused on, for example, the extra? Certainly, it would be in
keeping with the broader historical turn to social histories of non-elites and working-class people. And
further, the treatment of extras and women with no power is instructive as to the way the system truly
functioned, glamour and dream factory mythos aside. This is an area that | will address more in later
chapters, in exploration of the studio system in its full power.

Through the 1920s, there was in fact a surfeit of publicity, novels, and films detailing the
experiences of “extra girls”. Some of this material made their lives look glamorous and exciting, and
enticed more young women into the migration cycle. Other texts presented as rather hysterical
warnings. Some called the term a glorified euphemism for “sex worker” in a city and industry trying to
hide its exploitation of women. And some sought to help these young women as either walking social
problems or, simply, women in need of assistance. As usual, the truth was somewhere in the middle.

From the perspective of feminist labour studies, “extra girls” were generally young women
eking out a precarious living on the margins of a film industry that was succeeding at pretending to be
the epitome of glamour in its global press. Extra girls dealt with minimal wages and unsafe labour
practices as in any working-class job. Some engaged in sex work, mistressing, or other piecework
bodily performance jobs no different than the working-class young women highlighted in precinematic
contexts in the introduction. A very few rose out of the day-to-day extra life to become stars, like Patsy
Ruth Miller, Norma Shearer, or Jean Harlow. But really they were primarily working-class labourers:

as a 1920 Photoplay article joked, “The reason why they are called ‘extra’ girls is because of the extra
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amount of work that one had to do. The only thing that isn’t extra is the pay”.®

An examination of gendered power in Hollywood’s star system will generally focus on the
relationship between stars and the management class, and there is much of this material in case
studies to come. However, one of the impetuses of this project in examining women in Hollywood from
the perspective of second-class citizenship, exacerbated by the events of 2017, has been to move
away from traditional film history practices that focus on stars to a more intent gaze on bit players,
extras, failures, and “has-beens”. This shifted lens can be wielded as a more accurate way to see
through the false glamour of an oppressive system, and is important work begun by film historians in
recent decades. Pre-MeToo, Anthony Slide has done thorough work of illuminating the lives of the
extras in his 2012 monograph Hollywood Unknowns: A History of Extras, Bit Players, and Stand-Ins.5®

In connecting with pre-cinematic history in much the way this chapter does, Slide explains that

the theatrical tradition’s antecedents to film extras were supernumeraries, or “supers”. Like with many
later film extras, “supers” were often on their way up or down in the profession. But film extras had
started as early as Edison and Porter’s films in the 1890s. The very first cohort of film extras had not
had time to succeed or fail in the new industry. In reality, working conditions for the vast majority of
small-time performers in Hollywood were poor and remained so. Slide explains that in this period, “the
California Department of Industrial Relations was receiving a large number of complaints about
Hollywood'’s violations of the state’s labor laws”.®” It was found that extras and children were being
required to work without pay for overtime hours. (In 1925, after the commission to question poor
treatment of women and children extras was formed, eight-hour days as well as overtime and same
day wages were mandated.) Primary sources reveal countless labour abuses and offer anecdote after
anecdote as to what it was like to live and work in a system in which its workers were so unprotected.
Silent actress Priscilla Bonner, interviewed for Tony Villecco’s 2001 oral history Silent Stars Speak,
recounted that as there were no unions in her day, it was normative for cast and crew to work through
the night to finish a picture before a new set went up in the morning. Most of the memoirs consulted
for this project as primary sources contain first-person accounts of at least one near-death experience
on-set, or recount the accidental or negligent death of a colleague from cast or crew.

In Hollywood’s earliest years the pool of extras either playing at or making a living in the
backgrounds of films began to change, becoming something uniquely American, western migratory,
and class-conscious. Both historians who have examined extras and fiction writers contending with

the social phenomena® described a milieu comprising all ages, levels of education, and acting
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training who began to show up in Hollywood in the 1910s: hungry chorus girls, debutantes, bored
society women, pocket money-seeking housewives, families with a dozen children, retirees, ex-
military, the homeless, academics, politicians, and clergy. Particularly interesting for this class-based
study were the ruined millionaires or their daughters, who still had beautiful clothes and manners but
required funds.®® Strapped royalty and aristocracy were known to appear as film extras, particularly
White Russians who had fled Europe with the Russian Revolution.” Situations might develop where a
financially ruined but titled European aristocrat might play a footman, with an actual former footman
working as an etiquette advisor behind the scenes. The class chaos occurring here was quite literally
a new phenomenon in human society, all taking place in the strange, hybridised space of the new
American West.

All extras learned tricks of the trade to try to keep working day to day and thus eating.
Standing close to the stars in a scene was advantageous, as then a director would have no choice but
to use one in the next days’ scenes. Learning the job also took place under the reality that labour
treatment of extras differed along gender lines. Extra-studio organisations also offered normalising
and regulating advice. In 1928, the head of Central Casting declared that:

An extra must first learn, and constantly practice until she is proficient, the art of make-
up. From the moment she enters her first set, she must learn to give explicit and
unquestioning obedience to orders from the director and his assistants.”"

The choice of “she” rather than “he” here seems both unconscious and telling in terms of bodily
control and directorial obedience. There were more specific and not at all subtle rules for women with
certain studios and executives. Producer Al Christie produced a list, whereby some of the highlights
for women extras were as follows:

1. Must be between 5 feet and five feet eight in height... 2. Weigh not less than 100 or
more than 130 pounds...4. Must not alter color of hair or cut same without
permission... 7. Must not smoke cigarettes in studio nor in public places...8. Must not
chew gum."?

Remarkably, no parallel rules were given for male extras.

Both secondary sources and first-person primary accounts have highlighted the precarity and
everyday struggles and tricks in the life of the extra girl. Because of theft, extras kept coats and any
valuable possessions with them on set, and “carried only a minimal amount of money on their

persons, just enough to pay for lunch and car fare home”.”® An ad of the period for Lux Laundry
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Flakes used an extra and her specific life quite cheerfully for a testimonial. In the ad, the young
woman explained that as an extra girl, she needed to make every penny count, so every night she
washed her clothes with Lux. Sometimes she might need to skip breakfast, but her clothes always
looked good!™

In the ubiquitous “extra girl exposé” article, writer and critic Ruth Waterbury went undercover
as a new extra girl to write her 1926 piece “The Truth About Breaking into The Movies”. Slide
interprets her piece as follows:

She learns the extra’s routine: Never purchase a round-trip ticket on the bus line,
because you hope you can pick up a ride coming back. It’s risky, but it saves you
twenty cents.”®

Waterbury’s conclusion to her article is bleak, as she describes dealing with sexual harassment and
watching extras fight over mints.”® The piece ends with her lamenting, “[yJou know why girls stay
there and starve... You sniff the gold dust and your sense of values is destroyed”.””

Waterbury’s piece fits in with a slew of rather prurient pieces by male writers also fascinated
with the presumedly sexy and dangerous lives of extra girls. One example is Theodore Dreiser, who
wrote a four-part series, Shadowland (1921-1922) at a time when he himself had become sexually
involved with a bit player woman. With his lover supplying him true stories from sets, the stories in
Shadowland notably eschew happy endings, focusing on tales of sexual abuse and withheld pay.” In
the series, Dreiser queries, “[a]ren’t there high-salaried directors and stars and stockholders and
bankers to be paid? And don’t they always come first? They do”.”®

Outside of literature, the fan magazines whose own fortunes were entirely intertwined with the
success of Hollywood seemingly couldn’t make up their minds about the lives of extras. While novels
and short stories tended to focus on the dark side of the extra experience, the fan magazine showed a

confused split.8% At times they highlighted the extras’ “tragedy of living”, contrasting between the
“stars’ sugar-coated lives” and their “bitter” ones, as in a 1927 Photoplay.®' Articles warned that extras
would encounter “poverty, pathos and perversity in this fabulous paradise of prosperity, plenty and

prodigality”.®2 Yet at other times, or even in opposite issues, the fan magazine press would highlight
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an archetype that fascinated them-- the dilettante extra, already wealthy, who lived a life of yachts and
mansions and appeared in films for fun. Still other articles were clearly trying to recreate the American
class structure in movie hierarchy and make it palatable and interesting. The fan magazines heavily
pushed the idea of the Hollywood extra “Four Hundred”, the elite top tier of extras with names taken
from East Coast high society. A 1925 Photoplay article on the “Four Hundred” described “extras who
through breeding or ‘prudent observation’ had taught themselves to attain the manner of rank and
elegance”.®

Young women wound up as extras from across social strata.®* Some of their numbers were
filled by another substrata of women arriving in Los Angeles to make it big in Hollywood at this same
time: beauty pageant contestants. Well delineated as new social archetype by Liz Conor in The
Spectacular Modern Woman: Feminine Visibility in the 1920s (2004), the beauty pageant contestant
was participating in a system that combined old patriarchal ideals with modern visibility and media.
Beauty pageants had been attempted by P.T. Barnum in the U.S. since the 1850s, but at their onset
no respectable woman would take part, even anonymously.® An 1858 editorial criticising any idea of a
cult of beauty creating public celebrity is instructive: “[a] private woman is altogether too sacred an
object to have her charms and graces discussed in the newspapers, like the points of a racehorse or
the lines of a yacht”.# In 1905, Reverend Thomas B. Gregory of Kansas City said of pageants at the
St. Louis Exhibition:

Imagine a really refined and innocent young girl sitting upon a platform at a great
exposition to be gazed as and ogled and discussed and commented upon by the great
mixed multitude... No truly refined young girl would submit to such a thing. The mere
thought of it would drive her mad.®’

According to Lois Banner, this problem of well-bred young women putting themselves up to be
judged “would not be completely overcome until the Miss America promoters successfully combined
the features of lower-class carnivals with upper-class festivals”.8¢ Making oneself visible and
acquiescent to the judgement of male eyes had to be converted into a celebration of young American
womanhood somehow. Such a level of public display shifted from highly shameful to something
middle-class women did, in willingly putting their bodies and faces up to be judged by men. This shift

coincided perfectly with the arc of theatre and performance moving from shameful and lower-class to
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aspirational as well. Just as middle-class girls had moved towards the stage in the later nineteenth
century, some just a generation later learned to stand on stages in bathing suits to be judged.

As Conor writes, the beauty contest and its perceived pipeline to a film career were precisely
such new and modern cultural milieus, in which women expected to be visible and ranked in the public
space.?® While | would take issue from a particular feminist perspective on women’s bodily autonomy
with both Banner and Conor’s assertions that “modern” necessarily equated to good or progressive for
women, | do take the point that there was significance to this cultural connection. Banner situated
1921 as a major year in the discourse of beauty in American cultural history with the first Miss
America pageant. It led to an entire industry, and was a wholesale success at commodification of
beauty culture via advertising and fashion.*

In this new cultural moment, it became commonplace for newspapers to hold beauty contests,
encouraging the sending in of women’s photographs for most perfect figure or beautiful face. Where
in, say, the Gilded Age U.S., beauty might have been a commodity to get a woman off the stage and
married to a wealthy man, now beauty was conversely becoming the ticket to total visibility-- celebrity.
Modern beauty and modern celebrity both coursed through one overarching and pervasive archetype:
the screen starlet. As Conor has written:

The Beauty Contestant’s linkage to the Screen Star was reinforced by competitions for
the most beautiful Screen Type and Screen Star double, and best figure competitions
were run as publicity stunts by major picture palaces.®’

To stop and think about such promotions is to realise that bodily commodification of women by
men was being sold wholesale as not only harmless fun but completely aspirational; truly, a new
feminine American Dream. The success in the zeitgeist of such methods was confirmed when
arguably the most eponymous Hollywood star of the 1920s, Clara Bow, made it to Hollywood after
winning a beauty contest. Thelma Todd, too, rose to stardom as a former Miss Massachusetts.®? A
few success stories notwithstanding, however, the beauty contest was insidious in its patriarchal-
misogynistic messages, and in its benefit to the masculinist bottom line of the film industry. In
Brownlow’s Hollywood, a fan magazine man in later-life interview showed himself to be quite more
sensitive and even proto-feminist than his peers when he admitted, “I thought it was a very cruel kind
of publicity”.®® The “cruelty” to which he referred was the fact that after so much public ogling and

judging, a “winner” might move to Los Angeles, only to get nowhere and then be too ashamed and
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stranded to go home. In other words, the beauty contest was often a sort of bait-and-switch that could
ruin lives, and the studios and magazines used it heavily anyway all the same.

While beauty pageants were occasionally acting as pipelines to new forms of “stardom”, other
class shifts were taking place in the move from stage to screen, and in the new filmic industry itself. In
terms of class shift, film historians have often remarked upon the fact that stars did not at first want
their names revealed because film acting was not respectable. As Barry King described in Taking
Fame to Market: On the Pre-History and Post-History of Hollywood Stardom (2014), “[f]ilm ‘posing’
was a low-status activity, deserving only of routine levels of pay”.** So in the earliest days, resistance
to the star system did not only come from capitalist corners but from the actors themselves. Viola
Dana recalled that because American films were of such poor quality before 1910, actors were
embarrassed to be in them. If they took film work over a summer out of the need to eat, they wouldn’t
mention it back in the theatre in the fall.®> On the cusp of the global ascendancy of film stardom, a
fascinating class split in terms of performing women is now scrutable. Knowing all that Hollywood
stardom became in sociological terms, the fact that film acting was shabby and shameful reads today
as bizarre. The push in the early 1910s to shift perception of the film actress from someone low to the
girl next door, to respectability, became a major aspect of this coalescing moment.

Mary Pickford, who became the biggest star of all in the first decades of Hollywood film and its
global export, provides an excellent barometer of the shift in women’s film performance from seedy to
aspirational with several anecdotes from her own life. Even Pickford’s well-documented start in life as
Gladys Smith proves telling.*® With a father named John Smith, the literal pseudonymous no-man,
who had abandoned the family, an Ontario girl named Gladys Smith becoming the first and biggest
star in the world seems eerily fitting as to how stardom plucked people from ordinary life and made of
them new, world-famous constructions.®” Pickford as a young girl was just one of the first of what
became an incredibly common working-class star discourse archetype-- the actress who was
orphaned or half-orphaned, gone into show business to help support the family.

Pickford was working as a successful theatre actress with the respected Belasco company,
when the family fell upon hard times. Her mother asked her if it wouldn’t be too horrible for her to
apply with some film companies, as they were broke and it could be the only way to keep the family
together. Both mother and daughter agreed that it was shameful and below their standards, saying,
“iJt's only to tide us over”.®® Pickford’s memoir Sunshine and Shadow, written in her own later life in

1955, is an early example of the celebrity autobiography presented as candid and serious, rather than
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as ghostwritten celebrity puff piece.®® In the memoir, Pickford admitted to resenting her mother for
pushing her in such a degrading direction over family finances:

In my secret heart | was disappointed in Mother: permitting a Belasco actress, and her
own daughter at that, to go into one of those despised, cheap, loathsome motion-
picture studios... | remember praying that no one from the theater would see me going
up the Biograph steps.'%

In her own writings, Pickford’s class-conscious awareness of the déclassé status of the new
film actress comes through repeatedly. Her younger brother, for instance, would blackmail her for
spending money on the streetcar by threatening to shout out, “It's the Biograph Girl!” and embarrass
her.'" Pickford summarised the economics of the still-disreputable business in the following exchange
that she reported having had with D.W. Griffith in the early 1910s, when she asked him for a raise:

“Are you any better as an actress this week,” he replied, “than you were last week?” |
said, “No, sir, but two people recognized me in the subway today. And if I'm going to be
embarrassed that way in public, I'll have to have more money”.'%?

Commenting on the end of another argument with Griffith over salary, in which he had again rejected
her request, Pickford determined she would leave the sordid world of film and go back to the
respectable theatre. As she wrote:

| was determined to shake the degrading dust of the studio from my feet and go back to
the theater for good. | could do very well, | thought, without these uncouth and loud-
mouthed motion picture people.'

Griffith’s response to Pickford, as she reported it in her memoir, was quite an abusive one, with
overtones of the sexual economy of obsolescence in patriarchy. He laughed at her, jeering that she
was now damaged goods as far as the theatre was concerned: “[d]o you suppose for one moment
that any self-respecting theatrical producer will take you now after spending three years in motion
pictures?”1%* These levels of managerial and personal abuse fit in well with interesting recent work
done by Jennifer Voss that situates quite contiguously with the conclusions of this project, under the

e

evocative title “Catch ‘Em Young, Treat ‘Em Rough, Tell ‘Em Nothing’: A Study Into the Emotional
Exploitation of Women in Silent Cinema”.'® Even by the silent era, emotional abuse and exploitation
of young women by older men was a management prerogative and deliberate strategy for control

People who had known Pickford from the theatre world had indeed been disappointed, even
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horrified, by her choice to act in films. Mrs. Mary Gish, a theatre actress whose daughters famously
later also became film stars, wrote of seeing Pickford in films, “Gladys Smith has fallen from grace.
The poor girl must be very poor indeed to have so degraded herself’.'% William DeMille, Cecil B.’s
brother, wrote to David Belasco as to the absolute folly of Pickford’s getting involved with such a
faddish business, which could only ruin one’s reputation: “she’s throwing her whole career in the ash-
can and burying herself in a cheap form of amusement which hasn’t a single point that | can see to
recommend it”.%” Yet ultimately, everyone involved in these anecdotes eventually followed Pickford
into film, either in front of or behind the camera.%®

Further to the point of class issues and the emergent construct of the star, the reason Pickford
gained a reputation as such a hard-headed and savvy negotiator was that she remained constantly
worried about her family, precarity, and poverty. Stardom was such a new phenomenon, and she had
become so massively famous so quickly, that no one knew what to make of it-- from studios to
publicity people to Pickford and her family themselves. As she wrote in Sunshine and Shadow, |
never once thought my popularity was anything but a temporary and freakish phenomenon”.'®
Pickford’s own account demonstrated that the Hollywood actress of the silent era existed within the
world of economic instability and the possibility of slipping back into obscurity and the masses at any
time.

As well-delineated in film history by Cooper, Hallett, Gaines, first-person memoir, and touched
upon in Chapter One, there were more jobs open to women in the relatively egalitarian 1910s industry
than in the corporate 1920s. Yet this also meant that, just as took place with cultural examples of the
pre-cinematic actress, actresses did double duty in crew, holding multiple positions. It was a far cry
from the later charges of elite and out-of-touch stars in limousines and furs. Florence Turner, the
Vitagraph Girl, made more weekly salary when acting as wardrobe mistress to the company than the
weeks in which she was lead actress. Her other duties were set work, serving lunch, and working as
cashier for payroll."°

Lillian Gish’s accounts of this class-shifting period were also telling. She found the actress life
degrading but, like Pickford, felt that she was undertaking it to support her family. She wrote to a
friend who was married with a child, betraying both envy and shame but describing herself as

determined that she would not be “soiled” by this business:

| was reading in my dressing room and | happened to glance up at a mirror and there |
sat all false with paint and cosmetics covering my face... | would like to make money

enough to give Dorothy a good education and build a house so we can have a home.'"
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While this industry indisputably grew into a global glamour behemoth, in fact its own shabby
roots back to the 1900s and 1910s, though long obscured, are still discernible through primary
sources. Gish’s discomfort with her “false” painted face would have been a function of her attempting
aesthetic labour upon her own physical construction in new industrial conditions, a mix of theatrical
tradition and working with the new technology of film. Katherine Porter described the Essanay Studio
of the 1910s as “just an awful-looking place”, to which one had to bring their own supplies to earn their
five dollars a day.""? Actors were responsible for doing their own makeup, and learning to adapt
theatre makeup to film was trial and error. Film historian Lea Stans’ makeup blog has described a
world of yellow powder, brown lipstick, and faces painted ghostly white.''* Cameraman Lothrop Worth
described in interview actors who were, in the early days of greyscale, in makeup so white as to
resemble that of clowns.''* Even as studios developed standardised makeup departments by the
1920s, extras and bit players continued to do their own makeup-- resulting in what Joan Crawford
described as “many errors... judgements of style and taste”.'"® Aspiring actresses could be found all
over Los Angeles, recognisable in drugstores and shops by their chalk-white faces and red lips even
when not on sets.

One of the many ironies of Hollywood as business but also as cultural force, explored in terms
of some of its corporate practices in Chapter Three, lay in its gendered relationship to deception. The
fact was that it was a business built around accepted (male) corporate lying''®-- and yet most of the
social panic around lying and acting went back to the deep-seated patriarchal fears about the actress
that have existed for centuries. Within these ancient misogynistic constructs, women are liars;
therefore, actresses must be the biggest liars of all. Angela Dalle Vacche has connected deep-rooted
fears of the lying feminine in modern contexts to class anxiety around the status of the new film
actress. She has cited nineteenth-century criminologist (and misogynist) Cesare Lombroso’s theories,
popular in the years leading up to cinema:

Lombroso’s double equivalence of acting as a form of prostitution and prostitution as a
form of acting conveyed deeply rooted fears about an economic and social order that
was changing too fast, especially in regard to the new professional roles available to
women. Because she received money from the film industry, the actress was a sort of
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prostitute who had no authentic emotions. By receiving money from anonymous clients,

the prostitute was the lowest kind of actress: she, too, pretended to have sensations."”
In emerging Hollywood, these cultural currents enacted thusly: Studio men created a system of falsity
and dissimulation, and women worked in that system. Yet women became the face of it and blamed
for its excesses, while little attention was paid to the men behind the curtain.

This ancient fear of the lying feminine, and thus the doubled fear of the actress, found new
expression in the early twentieth century with the emergence of film. In the Spectacular Modern
Woman: Feminine Visibility in the 1920s (2004), Liz Conor has noted the rise in discourse on the
deceptive nature of the star, both in terms of her publicity and biography and her very face. Stars were
called artists of visual deceit, with “beauty” actually spun out of thin air through makeup and camera
trickery. “Screen makeup was reportedly the means by which ‘girls and women, who had little if any
claim to beauty, were given screen faces of supreme loveliness”.'"® Even Pickford was secretly

reported to be “homely without layers of thick yellow make-up’ which photographed white”."*® In fact,
Pickford herself acknowledged the labour-intensive alchemy of glamour in her later-life memoir, when
she explained:

Very few people realize the tremendous amount of preparation that goes into movie
photography. Actresses are at the studio at six in the morning to be ready at nine. Their
hair is shampooed daily, and coiffed by the finest hairdressers in the country. Tests are
made for days and even weeks in advance for different colors of grease, paint, powder,
and lipstick, to say nothing of different styles of hairdressing. Not one, but several,
makeup specialists are needed to prepare them for the camera.'?°
Standardisation of “modern” beauty products also led to dangerous bodily hazards for women,
which, just as so often detailed in Naomi Wolf's The Beauty Myth (1991), then permeated to the
broader culture of non-performing women. Conor has detailed some of the 1920s beautification
dangers for both Hollywood actresses and the general population of women; they included blood
poisoning from paraffin injections, hair dyes, and acid exfoliators. Skin problems from hair chemicals
were so pervasive that the term “flapper’s rash” was coined for inflammation on the back of the
neck.'?!
Feminist aesthetics and beauty studies as disciplines have offered innovative ways to consider

institutional beauty practices as patriarchal and oppressive.'?? | now return to some of aspects of
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what life would have been like for extra girls in Los Angeles aside from body modification. Post-
MeToo, another aspect to the understanding of women in 1920s Hollywood that now demands
particular revisiting lies in the areas of migration, moral panic, and safety. A standard film history
narrative in recent decades, both feminist and mainstream, has been to situate fear of the mass influx
of “extra girls” into southern California as puritanical moralising, both anti-sex work and diminishing of
the agency of the young women.'?® Also, these crusades were thought to have been informed by lurid
and conservative press around Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle and other scandals. Finally, such fears have
also often been considered, like white slave trade films, to have been informed by antisemitic tropes of
unscrupulous foreign men corrupting innocent (Christian, white) American girls; a fear openly
discussed by southern senators, Henry Ford, and the Ku Klux Klan alike. 24

| propose a new look at this previously well-established discussion of migration and moral
panic, in light of closer examination of social and labour conditions, and in the post-MeToo climate. |
would argue instead that the new industry, particularly through its publicity arm, did in reality
contribute to a public health crisis of sorts, responsible for tens of thousands of young women with no
work and subject to sexual exploitation arriving in a new city en masse. The men in charge of this
system, in fact, were trafficking in women. Not in the lurid and cartoonish ways written about in dime
store novels or antisemitic literature, but simply, in that they had set up a system where it was
profitable, enjoyable, and consequence-free to control women both contractually and sexually. | would
argue that we should revisit interpretation of initiatives like studio mothers and the Studio Club away
from those of “pearl-clutching” moralisers. Instead, such groups might be better situated as advocates
for women, and feminists attempting to create a culture of solidarity and public safety. There is a
massive body of theoretical work to explore around the concepts of visibility in the city and freedom
versus safety, as linked between actresses and women spectators and connected by class and social
hierarchies. That nexus of feminist film history, too, now appears different through a historicised lens
of the last several years.

Scholars, especially feminist film historians, have situated 1910s Hollywood as a western
pastoral of possibilities where, for the first time in history, a new city, new technology, and new
entertainment and performance form were born at the same time.'?° How then does the cultural
imaginary arrive fully in the jaded, the cynical, and the fearful just a few short years later, to the

degree that young women had become a social problem? From the carefree single girl making her
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way in the world as the archetypical new arrival, to the imprudent girl being bombarded with
messaging that her slide into ruin was just around the corner?

The mass exodus of young women to western cities, especially to the new movie business,
was undoubtedly a very real new social phenomenon. Throughout the previous decade, young
women across the U.S. and in other countries had grown used to stories, novels, memoirs, and
magazine articles touting the new Hollywood dream. These fictional and fan magazine pieces have
been referred to as Horatio Alger stories for girls with pretty faces.'?® Articles like “Have You a Movie
Camera Face?” and “How To Become a Movie Actress” abounded through the 1910s. The latter was
a series by an as-yet-unknown Louella Parsons, who asked seductively, “[o]thers have become rich
and famous. Why not you?"'?” She continued, purply:

Dreams- dreams most fascinating to young women all over America are coming true
every day. Do you dream of becoming a motion picture actress and actually plan to be
one?... not a day passes but some girl who shares your fondest fancies is made
exquisitely happy.'?®

Parsons reported helpfully that the most famous directors like Griffith, DeMille, and Ince have all
declared that they want untrained young women, as they should be like mouldable clay.?°

Such guides suggested to women how they should make their own breaks, research the
names of directors, and be well-studied as to what films are being made where. Novels like The
Close-Up (1918), which told of a secretary from back East who went to Hollywood as an office
manager only to become the industry’s biggest star, were popular. Publicity promoted the concept of
the West for women as a democratic ideal. Actresses’ own interviews were proto-feminist. In a 1914
column, journalist Gertrude M. Price had advised her audience of midwestern girls, “[t]he ‘movie’ world
is the great new woman's field!”."*® No wonder so many young women were lured to Los Angeles by
what they were seeing and reading in this period. Even when Photoplay began to realise that they
would need to become “increasingly discouraging to the feminine youth of the land”, they still
continued to publish contradictory pieces on new arrivals at the same time, with lines like, “[e]very one
of them has the chance to be a Mary Pickford or a Norma Talmadge”."®"

This type of mythmaking publicity had very palpable real-life effects. At points it was estimated
that literally hundreds of young women were arriving in Los Angeles every single day. Thus, concern
about what would become of these girls was not a mere panic rooted in sexual puritanism or classism-
- but legitimate social concern in dealing with an irresponsible and amoral industry. Even the normal

boosterism that civic officials might do for a city’s most high-profile industry needed to be supplanted
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by reality. The threat of hordes of destitute and homeless young people, and its accompanying public
health concerns, were real. As the 1920s went on, mail leaving Hollywood was affixed with a
ubiquitous sticker: “[t]ell your friends. Don’t try to break into the movies in Hollywood until you have
obtained full, frank, and dependable information from the Hollywood Chamber of Commerce”.'32

An aspect of this public panic was explicitly sexualised— contending that many “extra girls”
were just sex workers avoiding vagrancy charges by giving themselves euphemistic job titles. The
converse fear was that wholesome young women would show up from the Midwest, still “nice girls”,
but then fall into sex work in Los Angeles when they failed to crack the movie industry. In his typical
unmistakable prose, Kenneth Anger in Hollywood Babylon (1965) wrote:

It is true that from the time it became the Motion Picture Capital of the World, shady
characters descended on boom-town Hollywood like swarms of moths drawn to a
searchlight... Thousands of green, dumb young screen-struck kids were lured by the
hollow promises of phony talent schools- a Hollywood Fool’s Gold Rush that panned
out nothing but bitter dross. Many pretty-faced patsies, deluded of dreams and empty
of pocket, drifted into prostitution. These newly-recruited LA streetwalkers called
themselves ‘movie extras’ to avoid the California vagrancy laws.'3

Sexualised fears of Hollywood as industry and culture came to a very public head with the
infamous Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle scandal of 1921, precipitated by the death of bit player Virginia
Rappe. The Arbuckle affair is and was an extremely well-known case even in popular culture, and has
been written about extensively in film history over many decades. Standard masculinist film history
has declared the Arbuckle case one in which an innocent man was railroaded and ruined by moralists
and hypocrisy. Feminists have not particularly challenged that assertion, save Hallett’s interesting re-
reading of the case in Go West, Young Women!. Yet with this project’s post-MeToo vantage point on
Hollywood history, | propose a brief revisiting of it— not in light of the facts of the case, and not in light
of Arbuckle’s guilt or innocence at all. Rather, by centring the woman who died as part of our more
modern understanding of respect for victims, and concurrently, demonstrating how misogyny,
patriarchy, and studio power all worked to fix a potentially industry-damaging scandal at the expense
of the reputation of a dead human being.

Specifically, turning a contemporary eye on Hollywood sexual assault culture to the case, |
want to draw attention to how wildly misogynistic the press coverage was by today’s standards, and
how Hollywood’s own consensus and film history continued to be. But also, to how feminists did
assert themselves as anti-rape activists in the moment, only to be forgotten. A central aspect of this
revisionist analysis is that within it, the guilt/innocence/culpability of Arbuckle is not actually at hand. In

other words, the traditional focus of the film history narrative around this scandal has been on
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Arbuckle. With a lens of the current day, | wish to instead place it on Rappe; specifically, her
posthumous treatment by the studios, the press, and Hollywood’s powerful.

The standard narrative of the Arbuckle affair as narrativised in both popular culture and
mainstream film history has been tinged with patriarchal assumptions and outright misogyny. This is
evident in both primary sources, and in film history texts and analysis. Kevin Brownlow’s 1980
Hollywood docuseries is just one example. In the episode “Single Beds and Double Standards”,
narrator James Mason explained that corrupt district attorney Matthew Brady forced witnesses to
perjure themselves and suppressed a report on Rappe “that said she had not been attacked in any
way”."3* This statement betrays a fundamental biological ignorance of the realities of sexual assault
even in 1980, one that in fact shows little movement from the same ignorance in 1921.

This standard narrative, driven by male film historians, has been maintained quite vigorously
over the years. It has explained that with the Arbuckle scandal, the public became caught up in an
unjustified hysteria, with lynch mobs and vigilante justice fomenting against gang rapists. Brownlow’s
documentary asserted that “[wjJomen’s groups across the nation rose up in fury”."® Such groups have
typically been cast in with society clubwomen and moralists who advocated for Hollywood censorship.
In fact, just as with the Studio Club, the feminist advocacy and activism of these women is now due for
revision. One such group, the Women'’s Vigilant Committee, appears to have been remarkably ahead
of its time, by the standards of today. The WVC were victims’ advocates for sexual assault survivors,
decades before that was an established position in legal systems. They sent a women’s committee to
trials to look for the intimidation of women witnesses. Instead of a group of enraged busybodies, as
portrayed by masculinist film history, these women should more rightly be understood as feminists
with an early understanding of rape as a crime of power rather than one based in the woman rape
victim’s “culpability”. They were also incredibly modern in their understanding of victims’ advocacy and
the recognition that court systems have inherently been spaces of retraumatisation for victims of
sexual assault.

Standard film history has portrayed district attorney Brady as corrupt and motivated by
careerism and vendetta in laying charges against Arbuckle. An alternate reading would be that Brady
was angered by attempted corruption and open pressure from the powers of the film industry. As
Anthony Slide has recounted:

prominent movie colony figures called [District Attorney] Brady to suggest that Arbuckle
shouldn’t be crucified just because Virginia Rappe drank too much and died. The D.A.
was enraged at these further interventions.'*®
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At the trial, Arbuckle was indifferent about Rappe, showing no remorse, regret, or even sorrow for her
death. His lawyers fully took on the strategy of painting the dead woman as a diseased, promiscuous
whore. When a jury acquitted Arbuckle for a final time, Arbuckle gave a speech on the courthouse
steps that made no mention of the deceased woman or her loss of life, only speaking about himself
and rehabilitating his wholesome image. With shades of Bill Cosby and his Jello spokesmanship,
Arbuckle proclaimed, “[m]y life has been devoted to the production of clean pictures for the happiness
of children. | shall try to enlarge my field of usefulness so that my art shall have a wider service”."¥’
But the studios had lost a million dollars on his films that they couldn’t release and had been forced to
shelve. Arbuckle’s $3 million-dollar contract was cancelled. He never worked again and died in 1933.

The scandal assuredly brought the “bad apples” of Hollywood forth to the public eye in a way
that terrified the studio executive class.™® | would argue that while Arbuckle lost personally, power and
corruption actually consolidated around men in this moment. The cleverest and most subtle way the
studio heads reasserted the power of the male capitalist management class, and also drew a very
strong and false distinction between their own behaviours and those of their male employees, was by
situating the entire Arbuckle incident as an actor problem. In this view, it was simply wild, hard-living
actors who were in need of being controlled. Arbuckle’s debaucherous behaviours were merely an
example of how the frivolous, new money actors of Hollywood didn’t know how to behave-- a failing
blamed on their working-class roots. This was thus the moment when the studio heads very publicly
inserted morals clauses into actor contracts, and brought in Will Hays as public face of the MPPDA.

The enforcement of actors’ “moral hygiene” did not go ungendered. The new morals clause of
the Code affected women stars unfairly, as it did not demand a uniform standard of behavior from
men and women. It merely demanded that the “social conventions of the time” were followed. This
meant sexual double standards on divorce, infidelity, extramarital sex, and any number of additional
things. Women were not even to be shown drinking alcohol in films, post-Arbuckle.'*® One year after
the scandal, Jesse Lasky told Gloria Swanson it was impossible for her to file for a divorce-- even
though as she later recounted, her husband (fellow star Wallace Beery) had raped her on their
wedding night and also poisoned her with an abortifacient.4

Hays and Hollywood also called for films in the post-Arbuckle moment that would show that

anyone who believed in Hollywood as a dangerous place for women, or “the casting couch” as a
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reality, had it all wrong. For example, the novel Souls for Sale was written in 1921, and was written
with the tone of lurid intrigue that already mentioned in novels of the extra girl genre. But notice the
changes in the way the film was produced in 1923, after Arbuckle. In his 2017 text on historicising the
social-industrial practice known as “the casting couch” in light of MeToo, Andrew Heisel explains the
key scene in the 1923 film from the viewpoint of the aspiring ingenue:

She waits outside the director’s office and watches as a young vamp looks deep into
the director’s eyes, puts her arms around him, and says, “I must have work. | know that
| must pay “the price”. The man is repulsed, casting her out and insisting neither he,
the producer, nor the director would dream of touching her. “It's the public you’ve got to
sell yourself to—not to us.”'*!

As Heisel concludes, “Thus the notion of the casting couch is dismissed. The heroine avoids making
the same mistake and instead finds stardom the ‘honorable’ way”.'* Such moments were the
opposite of mere entertainment, but were instead deliberate corporate strategy insertions in the midst
of a public relations crisis.

As Hollywood enlisted Hays and wholesome pubilicity to try to do damage control in the
aftermath of Arbuckle, the “bad apples” cliché was trotted out even more. A Photoplay article of the
Arbuckle period plaintively asked why the entertainment business should be targeted for immoral
conduct, when the odd man here or there was certainly predatory in other industries:

The governor of a great state is sued for seduction... a leading banker is accused by
his wife of illicit love affairs... But does the world conclude that governors, or bankers,
or ministers, or lawyers- as a class- are therefore rotten...?'4

Based on the parameters of this project, | would obviously take the position that for a long time, they
did not, and this was part of the problem. Had the general public drawn such conclusions about men
in power as a predatory class, the last century would not have been so retrograde in progress towards
gender equality. In addition, situating the male power elite as a predatory class, a la Veblen, would
have amounted to a much clearer understanding of the links between capitalism, power, misogyny,
and sociopathy.

Finally, adding such a historicised approach to one of the most well-trod discursive moments
of Hollywood history means that this section ends not on Arbuckle, but on Virginia Rappe. It looks to
the extremely problematic discourse around Rappe’s life and death, and considers Rappe through the

gender-as-class focal point of the project in a new way. Consider if this case had taken place today,
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leaving an aspiring actress dead, how patriarchy-upholding, wildly inappropriate, and misogynistic we
would consider many of the following comments.

Hilary Hallett, in attempting to do one of the first feminist readings of the Arbuckle case in
2014, has made an astute point that speaks to my larger point of women as dehumanised second-
class citizens in the Hollywood system. Hallett remarks that, in a century of film history work, no one
paid much attention to Rappe in the Arbuckle scandal:

Both scholars and popular writers alike have long reduced her significance to one or

the other of two-bit parts: an irrelevant, silly starlet, or a two-bit prostitute whose

venereal disease caused her death.'*
There is an axiom in American entertainment and political culture that has always been played for
laughs-- all things may be forgiven (for a powerful white man) except getting caught with a “dead girl
or a live boy”. The violence, brutality, misogyny, and homophobia behind the white male American
male power structure revealed in this “joke” has always been chilling. But in such a social milieu and
cultural imaginary, Rappe became merely the first of a series of Hollywood “dead girls” down the
decades who could pose a threat to a white man’s status. Readers will be well-situated to keep this
“joke” hovering above their heads when re-examining cases that fall in Hollywood’s highly problematic
“beautiful/glamorous/dead” discourse, anything from the Black Dahlia to the death of a Thelma Todd,
a Lupe Velez, a Carole Landis, or a Marilyn Monroe. Hallett was correct in instead trying to resituate
the personhood of Rappe in modern times. | would like to do so further now, post-2017.

Few would know that the press switched course rather dramatically in its coverage and
characterisation of Rappe, both from life to death and then throughout the trials. In 1913, a Chicago
newspaper had profiled Rappe as a perfect example of the successful Chicago single working girl and
New Woman type, in an article that proclaimed “Chicago best city for girls”.'*® After her death, she
was initially still portrayed in this vein, as a well-dressed woman of wealth and projects with a
prestigious fiancé in New York. But soon enough, coverage shifted to turn her into a failed actress, a
diseased good-time girl, and a pathetic fallen women victim to Hollywood. Her family past was
explored and she was reported as the illegitimate daughter of a banker and a prostitute.

The barrage of dehumanised press coverage surely impacted the way silent era Hollywood
workers recalled the case, Arbuckle, and Rappe-- as did what we now have in our lexicon as their
internalised misogyny and “slut-shaming” worldview. The sequence in Brownlow’s film in which the
celebrities interviewed discussed Rappe today comes across as shocking and brutal. Adela Rogers
St. John blithely explained:

This girl. | won’t call her a tramp but, she was an extra girl who made her way the best
she could. And she had a habit of taking off all her clothes. And prance around. See
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what trade she could drum up, | guess.'#®

Between Brownlow’s filmed interviews and Anthony Villecco’s oral history written interviews, quite a
startling community consensus emerges on Rappe’s death. Several referred to Rappe’s “medical
condition”, whereby she wasn’t supposed to drink on doctor’s orders and so made herself sick. Others
situated Rappe as a girl in the outfit of a procuring madam who ran a shakedown scheme against
producers or directors, charging attempted rape in order to obtain payouts. Still others took a political
view. Colleen Moore remarked of the death of a peer and young woman, “the whole thing was really
blown out of all proportion, | see that now, by the district attorney at the time, who was running again
for office. And this was a great platform for him”.'” Veering to conspiracy, Viola Dana claimed the
entire case had been drummed up by Hearst as a play to hurt Los Angeles and make San Francisco
the centre of film production.’®

The slut-shaming and rewriting of a young woman’s humanity out of history has not abated in
film history, both in the less-enlightened 1980s and, distastefully, to the present. Brownlow’s
documentary had narrator James Mason pontificate that “[ijn prosecuting a star, district attorney
Matthew Brady sought stardom for himself”.'*® Mason goes on to speak the following lines:

Neither was she the virginal paragon the district attorney had portrayed. She had had
several abortions and suffered from venereal disease. Which Arbuckle did not
contract.'®

With yet another misunderstanding of basic biology, this is presented as evidence that a rape could
not possibly have occurred. Anthony Slide, in 2012’s Hollywood Unknowns, continued to slander
Rappe nine decades later, listing that she was free with sexual favours, possibly a prostitute, recipient
of “at least five abortions”, and riddled with gonorrhea.'" It is remarkable how not a single one of the
purveyors or first-person accounts here-- from women stars to contemporary film historians--
understood that not one of these things precluded Arbuckle from having committed a crime, made
Rappe responsible for a sexual assault or her own death, or made her death either deserving or
valueless, even were they true.

In keeping with one ethos of this project to make space in both public and scholarly narratives
for the narratives of abused and marginalised women, | would end this section on a quote not from
Virginia Rappe herself, who could not speak as she was already dead, but from someone who

presumably cared about her. This quote returns personhood and humanity to Rappe, making her the
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centre of her own life and death-- as opposed to a discardable, diseased “tramp” who caused a lot of
trouble to important men, or a thing that “happened” to the industry. It is also a fascinating quote in its
connection to class in the Hollywood milieu. Rappe’s fiancé, Henry Lehrman, was not of the film
industry or Los Angeles but a New York businessman. He granted an interview to a newspaper after
her death in which he offered the following:

Virginia had the most remarkable determination. She would rise from the dead to
defend her person from indignity. As for Arbuckle, this is what comes of taking
vulgarians from the gutter and giving them enormous salaries and making idols of
them. Some people don’t know how to get a kick out of life, except in a beastly way.
They are the ones who participate in orgies that surpass the orgies of degenerate
Rome."®2

A strong case can be made for Rappe’s death as one of the tipping points into the dark
Hollywood mythos. As well, for the reputation of women who moved there from that of plucky and
resourceful to promiscuous and diseased, almost overnight. In a well-functioning and sensible system,
there should have been discussion of conditions of labour, pay, and overcrowding that put the onus
for the safety of the mass of new arrivals on the studios. In the highly patriarchal 1920s, it was far
more common to see the issues framed as those of “good women” and “bad women”.

To make sure that “nice girls” and not surreptitious sex workers were employed, post-Arbuckle,
studios began to hire “studio mothers”. At Biograph, Lucille Brown was Griffith’s lead studio mother.
She was interviewed as saying:

The moral character of the majority of my girls is very commendable, despite idle
rumors to the contrary. Before encouraging any of the girls who show possibilities, a
complete investigation is made of the girl’s character, her home and environment. Any
number of my applicants are impossible types for picture work, and these we
discourage immediately.'?

Anita King, the Paramount Girl and a star in her own right, went on to become a studio mother after
retiring from performing. Universal even employed a woman police chief whose job was, in part, to
ensure the morals and the suitability of women extras on the lot. As Mark Garrett Cooper detailed in
Universal Women: Filmmaking and Institutional Change in Early Hollywood (2010):

In 1915, Laura Oakley told the Chicago newspaperwoman Kitty Kelly that she had
taken the job of police chief ‘in order to weed out the undesirable girls who had flocked
in as extras. It was really social work and was conducted in that way.'>

Some of the studios, by virtue of the odd extreme moralist in the executive class, developed
severe policies that rejected women from certain industries and even cities as wholesale immoral.

Casting director for Goldwyn Robert McIntyre, one such devout moralist, proclaimed:
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The Goldwyn studio is the safest and sanest place in the world. Healthy morally,
mentally and physically... A place every mother should be content to have her
daughter be... There is no reason why a motion picture studio should not be the
cleanest place under the sun.'®

Slide elaborated of Mclintyre:

To this end, Mclntyre favored the kind of extra who came from a good, wholesome
home, “the kind of girl you’d like to know.” It was reported New Yorkers stood little
chance of employment at Goldwyn... The same logic applied then as it did early in
Goldwyn’s producing career... Goldwyn could find a better class of person if individuals
were selected outside the system.'%®

In reality, the family-sheltered, middle-class virgin entering the actress profession had never
been the norm in the traditions of performance, as discussed earlier in this chapter. Rather, she
represented the newer classed phenomenon of the last several decades before film, in which middle-
class girls going into theatre had been shifting and was, for the first time, increasingly respectable. For
many show people or working-class aspiring actresses in Hollywood-- those perhaps coded as “New
Yorkers” by the likes of Robert Mclntyre-- the casual, occasional sex work that dated back to the
Victorian factory worker in between piecework jobs, or the work of the early twentieth century
dancehall taxi dancer or burlesque queen, would not have been out of place. It was clear whom
Hollywood wanted the press to present as working in the business. This public face was always
separate from its realities. Clearly in practice, the men in the industry had no real interest in shutting
down a pipeline to sex workers in Los Angeles, and neither did the police or politicians.

Outside of the way the city of Los Angeles was actually functioning, the nature of the public
fears around young women going there and falling prey to endemic sexual exploitation were also ever
present in the background of this discursive crisis. Such fears prefigured the rampant sexual abuse of
the high studio era. Beginning in the 1910s, there was concern bordering on panic that pimping rings
were operating to lure young women throughout the United States into sex trafficking. Shelley Stamp
has written about how such fears hit the cultural imaginary of the nation with a rash of “white slavery”
fiction in this decade, while Steven Ross notes that there were even campaigns to warn girls about
pimping and trafficking outside of theatres.'* The Mann Act, an American federal law prohibiting the
transport of women across state and federal lines for the “the purpose of prostitution or debauchery,
or for any other immoral purpose”,'®® was passed in 1910. Famed for its racist abuses around
miscegenation charges, the law was in fact initially championed by both progressive suffragettes and

radical feminist socialist-anarchists of the time like Emma Goldman.
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Most of the advocacy and legislation around the Mann Act was enacted in large eastern cities.
The Act years played out in a specifically different way in early Hollywood, as Los Angeles was not far
from the U.S.’ southern border. This meant panic around trafficked girls in Hollywood often centred
around Latin America. There was particular concern that young women were being absconded with
against their will and taken across the border to Mexico. Racist fears and language also abounded
around this “white slave trade”. In What Chance Have I In Hollywood?: The Mystery of the Movies
(1924), writer Marilynn Conners claimed (dubiously) to have lived in Hollywood her whole life, and
derided “the notorious Tia Juana trap”."®® Conners went on: “[m]ore than FIVE THOUSAND girls
disappear annually through the mysterious gateway of missing persons in Hollywood. They are
swallowed up in the border towns”."® Calling these towns “the slums of Hollywood”, Conners
described pimps who abducted girls to Tijuana. She cited an extra from Wisconsin who had gone for
performance work to a cabaret in Mexicali, been drugged and raped, and was now being keptin a
brothel. In her fan magazine ad, Conners asked the reader to send her one dollar for her exposé

” o«

book, which would answer of her “Hollywood hometown”, “[d]o you want to know whether the life there
is clean or evil?”.1%!

Within just a few years, Hollywood seemed to have switched off its figurative welcome sign.
Even Norman Rockwell got in on the discursive act, with a 1930 painting called Hollywood Dreams
that centred upon a girl outside a casting office with a “closed” sign.'®? A review of both fan magazine
and newspaper primary sources, as well as fictional short stories, novels, and films, all reflects the
same thing: a quite dramatic shift to a message of “stay home, we’re full”, tinged with fear, over the
span of just a few years.

By 1922, the situation was beginning to turn to what could be called a worried backlash. A
staggering 10,000 girls a year were now arriving to work in the business-- with thousands of them
planning to become stars. Even global superstar Mary Pickford was called upon to reason with the
young women:

On December 3, 1923, in an unprecedented action, Mary Pickford spoke to a crowd of
twenty thousand gathered in Pershing Square in downtown Los Angeles. She
explained that she did not want to keep young people away from Hollywood, because
the “movies always need new blood,” but she urged that they have sufficient funds to
live on for at least five years, and that young women always be accompanied by their
mothers. 63

It seems obvious the situation was more strained than later acknowledged. There was a social crisis,

in that the young women who arrived in Los Angeles were not safe-- either economically or physically.
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With numbers of new arrivals at these levels, this did amount to a serious labour, housing, economic,
and social situation. And women were in fact being abused or assaulted, and falling into precarity and
poverty in vast numbers.

By the middle of the 1920s, the fan magazine began to show signs of strain and ambivalence
in its messaging around these new social realities. In a fascinating interview, actress Ruth
Stonehouse was interviewed by Louella Parsons. “Stonehouse confessed that she ‘felt like telling
every girl to stay at home”, warning those she called ‘the movie mad’ that ‘the profession is crowded
now... it will be survival of the fittest.’ Parsons: “Haven’t you something to say to the poor girls who
you so cruelly condemn to stay at home?’ ‘unless they have ‘the goods to deliver'... stay at home™."%*
Stonehouse had a highly unusual pedigree, having been a journalist who shot from extra to star and,
eventually, to director. Obviously, the days when her own stratospheric career trajectory had been
possible had likely passed. A Frank Condon 1923 short story in Photoplay entitled “Hollywood”
included a father warning his daughter: “[t{lhe motion picture is a fiery dragon, sinking its ruthless
claws into the innocent young womanhood of America”.'®® The working girl public lapped up exposés
like Mae Murray’s “SINGED STARLET WARNS OF WINDING CELLULOID ROAD TO RUIN"."6®

Remarkably, one mainstream magazine even explicitly connected their plea to women to stay
home with Fordism, economic structure, and the standardisation of women’s bodies. Women’s Home

Companion warned that the “factorylike” studios were “busily engaging in manufacturing stars at low

wages and had no need of more aspiring talent”.'®” Photoplay began to publish grimmer and grimmer
figures, setting the chance for success at about 10,000 to 1. They also began to intimate (for those
who could read between the lines) that broken dreams might not just mean going back home, but a
path of procurement, pimping, or stag films. Conor explained the situation in terms of public health
crisis:

The impressionability of Star-Struck Girls seemed to prime them for a kind of moral
disorientation that made them vulnerable to seduction and misuse by ‘movie sharks’.
‘Everyones’ had run, since 1920, columns about the influx into Hollywood of ‘foolish’,
‘Movie-Mad Maids’, ‘taxing the ingenuity and resources’ of Los Angeles welfare
workers; one hundred girls tried out for every film part, with many left destitute and
stranded... young women with ‘movie fever were said to be surprised, once in Los
Angeles, ‘to find that no one wants them, and that it is hard work and not moral laxity
that will get them a place’. The editors reminded readers that they had already
published warnings issued by Los Angeles authorities to dissuade young women with
the ‘movie bug’, ‘no matter how beautiful or otherwise attractive they were’, from
coming to seek ‘elusive screen notoriety’.®8
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| would argue that breathless tones aside, actresses or fan magazines publishing cautionary
tale-style articles telling young women to stay home frequently did provide statistics and practical
information. Regardless of their angles or motives, they may have saved lives. To dismiss such
concerns as patriarchal or clubwomen’s paternalism as in some previous scholarship now seems
misguided. Aside from the lack of jobs, housing, food, and resources, in a society like this such
women, with no money and no protection, were in fact highly vulnerable to serious abuse.

A slew of films on the problems of the aspiring actress began to arrive on the scene. Patsy
Ruth Miller wrote in her memoir of starring in 1926’s Broken Hearts of Hollywood: “The newspapers
applauded the film: ‘It is a picture produced with purpose, the purpose being that youngsters must not
expect to go to Hollywood and become screen stars overnight™.'®® In 1926, Miller and the new chorine
ingenue Myrna Loy also starred in the aptly named Why Girls Go Back Home. Perhaps most germane
to this discussion and the ominous turn is the 1927 film The Port of Missing Girls, a film in which six
young women show up to Hollywood and fail, each in a different way. The poster’s taglines were
jarringly pessimistic. They seemed to equate Hollywood with the bleakest of social problems in terms
of its prospects for young girls. The tone was one along similar lines to previous social problem films
about sex trafficking or teen runaways. No lightness or dream factory mythology was to be found in
poster lines that screamed:

“Thrilling and Sensational Portrayal of the Mysteries of Our Many Missing Girls”...
“WHY DO THEY LEAVE? WHERE DO THEY GO? WHO IS TO BLAME?” For the
answer see- “The Port of Missing Girls”.'™

Popular culture may have been flooded with prurient mail-order books and films on these
“missing girls”, it's true. But the sociocultural realiites were quite different. Rather than too much
concern for young migratory women, | would argue there really wasn’t enough, in terms of actual
women in actual danger. Articles on such topics served to scare the public, but maintained a Victorian
sense that the women involved were “lost” or “fallen”. Women could, and in fact must, be counseled
not to go to Hollywood, because once they were “ruined”, they were simply “gone”. Behind the lurid
pieces of journalism or entertainment was the social reality based in a fundamentally misogynist
society. In a pre-internet world, women went missing and that was that. People moved around the
continent and lost track of relatives, and no one could particularly be sure that someone was safe, or
alive, if they weren’t receiving letters from them. In The Contradictions of Culture: Cities, Culture,
Women (2001), Elizabeth Wilson’s inclusion of William Acton’s famous study on women sex workers
in the 1850s sounds quite modern and apropos to the modern migratory city here-- “[w]ho are these

somebodies whom nobody knows?”1"!
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Life was different, and in these differences, expectation of violence against women, or their
ruin, was absolutely normative. In his early (1931) History of the Movies, Benjamin Hampton wrote
rather shruggingly, “[n]o one will ever know how many girls journeyed there [Los Angeles] in the ten
years beginning in 1919, nor what became of most of them”."”2 Hallett cited a 1920s petition to the Los
Angeles City that mentioned the “mysterious disappearance’ of ‘over six hundred young women’” over
the previous year, '"3 while Conners cited thousands. The discursive slippage is fascinating in itself.
No one really knows the numbers, who went home safely, who got married, who was kidnapped, who
died. How many were actually trafficked into illegal situations, or fell into lives of abuse, poverty, or
addiction?

Thus there is a constant presence of misogynistic absence in Hollywood history. The
phenomena of women who have slipped, fallen, or disappeared was becoming a trope-- whether they
stopped getting parts and went home to the Midwest, stayed and worked anonymously in suburban
shops and offices, fell into trafficking in Tijuana, or lived in brothels as call girls down the street from
the studios. A culture had developed of not just “in” or “out”, but “here” or “gone”. This instability and
dispensability of people, ungrieved and unremarked upon, becomes a cultural cornerstone of what
Hortense Powdermaker would come to identify as a centrality of the dehumanised Hollywood system.
It was also the prime contributor to one of the more macabre sides of the Hollywood mythos.

In this period, image-saving ventures arose that attempted to put a benevolent face on the
studios. One prime example was Central Casting, established in 1919 as a centre whereby extras
(60% of whom were women) could call in to a central switchboard for daily work. The move was billed
as a humane one on the part of the studios, one that caused a trade paper to assert of Hollywood
that:

[tlhe motion picture industry has given the lie to the scoffers and cynics who claim that
it is nothing but a money-grabbing institution. It produces concrete evidence that it
possesses a heart and a soul.'™

In fact, though, Central Casting had actually been created because as early as 1919, shady casting
directors, agents, agencies, and acting schools were already running rampant. This included a rash of
random individual men simply calling themselves “agents”, who were in reality mere swindlers and
sexual predators.'” What seemed like “benevolence” at first glance was really more damage control
for an industry that was already beginning to take a dark masculinist turn. The studios had effectively

created a crisis by encouraging hundreds of thousands of girls to migrate to Los Angeles to follow
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their dreams with their ubiquitous “anyone can be a star” publicity. Central Casting and other initiatives
of the like thus defensive strategies against blame in the face of alarming rising negative statistics
around young women in the city. Certainly, the dream factory mythos of the studios themselves was
belied by the fine print on the Central Casting contract. It stated that extra work was casual work and
not to be thought of as a livelihood.'"®

By the mid-1920s, both those trying to help women in need and those in positions of power
took a harder line. Central Casting’s position became severe, with a policy of pushing women to leave
over rather than doing anything to help that they perceived as coddling. Marian Mel was head of the
women’s division, a bureaucrat who had previously been on the California Labor Commission:

To would-be extras, she would say, “Think over your life and recall the thing you do
best. Then go home and do it. Hollywood doesn’t need or want you. Go home. If you
stay here, you will only suffer and possibly starve.” When begged for help, she would
respond, “I can’t, and for your own sake, | won’t.”""”

If the situation was bleak for extras and bit players, it was often equally dire for women a few
rungs above on the ladder of Hollywood “success”. Mary Desjardins has written as to how dystopian
discourses about the creation and exploitation of stars began to become commonplace in this moment
as well."”® The shift to darker material that both gothicised and romanticised the precarity of women’s
Hollywood lives didn’t only reside in fiction, however. Coinciding with the increased cultural awareness
of the dehumanisation in the system, there were a rash of economic suicides and dramatic gestures of
protest.’”®

No one in the 1920s more effectively made herself into high metaphor against all of these
pathological forces than Australian actress come to Hollywood Lotus Thompson. After a career as a
serious actress with success in her native country, Thompson was increasingly disillusioned that in
Hollywood, she was only wanted for and constantly reduced to her beautiful legs. She was getting
work as a leg extra and publicity in the newspapers for “leg art”, but not being asked for real auditions.
In 1924, Thompson infamously poured acid over her legs so producers would stop trying to reduce
her to her one “perfect” body part.'® Thompson stands as a living embodiment that Judith Mayne’s

assertion that “the cinematic apparatus is shaped by one broken history of the objectification of the
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female body after another”®" has never been simply an academic question related to semiotics and
film theory. It is rather a question of real women, labour, and trauma, and has been for a century.

In this climate of difficulties and abuses for both impoverished extras and aspiring starlets
alike, an institution that worked to address the public health crisis of women migrating to Los Angeles
in the 1920s was the Studio Club. A feminist revisionist look at the organisation allows for the
argument that the work of actually keeping women safe and helping those in precarious states was
often undertaken by other women. For example, it was for assistance to and protection of actresses
that the Studio Club was formed as a chaperoned home for young women in Hollywood in 1916.
While there was surely a great deal or patriarchal and misogynistic moralising on the part of some
powerful, and likely hypocritical, people in the system, | propose a revisitation of the Studio Club now
as separate from those forces. | would instead make the case for the Studio Club as a case of women
in solidarity with other women, in an early feminist Hollywood venture.

The Studio Club has typically been written about by feminist film historians as a venture by an
unusual coalition of upper-class WASP society Angelenos and the Jewish wives of the studio heads,
both on guard for their city’s morals and their husbands’ reputations, respectively.®? | would argue
that these women might have been induced to contribute money and support this initiative as
philanthropy, but that the women actually running the residence were much more egalitarian and
activist. In fact, Studio Club mothers had experience in social work, some with the famed Hull House
back East. Evelyn Keyes fled there as a starlet during her abusive and mentally ill husband’s
breakdown and eventual suicide; demonstrating that it also, in fact, functioned at times not dissimilarly
to a modern women'’s shelter.'® While the Studio Club did promote a specific type of middle-class,
genteel femininity and conformity, it undeniably helped a great deal of young women to forge careers,
stay safe, and find community. It is of course true that the studios and film industry and the city’s elite
women had a cynical interest in appearing to be full of concern and philanthropic spirit for young
women. But the women on the ground in this organisation had different goals and accomplished
different aims.

The Studio Club opened its doors with eighty paying members at its 1916 founding, situating
itself as the third YWCA home in the world but the “only one in existence for motion picture girls”. 184
Mrs. Edward Townsend of the YWCA, remarking upon the housing shortage in Los Angeles, noted

that for young women in the city, “dreams are a poor substitute for three meals a day and a place to
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sleep”.’® From the beginning, the Studio Club’s own self-identity was one of an egalitarian
community-- promoting connections between women of all positions and levels of success or precarity
within the industry. A 1917 Photoplay profile by Elizabeth McGaffey described “[tjhe Hollywood Studio
Club, where a new democracy among screenland’s feminine members has been formed”.'8 It went
on to explain that, “[h]ere the ‘star’, the ‘extra girl’, and the girls of the studio who do not face the
camera get together”.'® Emphasising how the home helped women in need, the article explained,
“[tIhere are accommodations for regularly employed actresses as well as for girls who have found the
going on ‘The Glory Road’ too difficult for a slender purse”.'® Media coverage also stressed that a girl
who wound up down on her luck could stay until things turned around for her, and that she could pay
back her rent when she had it. The average stay was six months. Janet Gaynor, Zasu Pitts, and
(much later) Marilyn Monroe were among young women who lived there before they became stars.

Heidi Kenaga, in her 2006 article “Making the 'Studio Girl": The Hollywood Studio Club and
Industry Regulation of Female Labour”, has theorised the club in a broader context of upper-class Los
Angeles trying to regulate the sexuality of working-class women. In this scenario, the Studio Club was
a space of classed meddling.'® Post-MeToo, | cannot agree with this premise. | think the Studio Club
can instead be situated in a 1920s tradition of progressivism and feminist advocacy. It is undoubtable
that a few elite women got involved for fear that the new influx of young girls would ruin Los Angeles.
However | would argue that this was no clubwomen’s moralising crusade on the level of the Better
Films Foundation, for example. The majority who truly believed in the club seemed genuinely
motivated by concerns for young women’s safety and finances. As well established in this chapter, the
city could absolutely be a dangerous place for young women alone as they ran out of money, had no
work, no healthcare, and no way to get home. As Edna Harris explained, “[g]irls have come to Los
Angeles with just enough money to make the trip... inevitably we must obtain positions for them in
other lines or get them back to their homes”.'®

Reinterpreting the detailed history of the Club’s formation, it seems to me, sets a forgotten
middle-class librarian named Eleanor Jones in a similar role that Tarana Burke has played in the
current MeToo movement. Jones, like the contemporary Burke, was also a non-Hollywood, non-elite
woman who got the ball rolling on correcting a massive problem for Hollywood women, doing them
enormous good without taking the credit. The following resituating of the founding of the Studio Club
towards cross-class solidarity, feminism, and activism, as recounted by writer Mary Mallory in 2013, is

overdue:
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As their money slowly dwindled, many hung around libraries and other respectable
locations. Mrs. Eleanor Jones of the Hollywood Public Library began noticing many
young women staying until closing time. Many had nowhere to go and no friends or
family to spend time or live with. Jones began befriending them and trying to help
them. A young girl whom Mrs. Jones regularly noticed sitting alone in the library
disappeared one day, and then reappeared more than a month later. When Jones
asked where she had been, she replied that she had spent a month in the hospital with
no visitors. Soon after, as she realized that she had no prospects in Hollywood, she
returned home.... Jones approached Mrs. W. Richmond, Mrs. William DeMille and Lois
Weber...""

This was the real birth of the Studio Club. Original philanthropist women started the club as a social
space for teas and dances, but “when a few of the young women mentioned that they had no place to
live, they were invited in”.'®2 Actress memoirs praise the care and camaraderie they found at the
Studio Club to these points. Keyes remarked:
Living at the Studio Club was nice. A respectable place- no men allowed, ten dollars
per week for room and board. They were all newcomers there like me. Young
actresses. | shared a room there. It was a place where you were protected, and it was
reasonable. They weren'’t trying to make money. They were trying to make a haven for
young girls."®?

Finally, film historians like Slide have offered evidence that the male studio heads had great
antipathy towards the Studio Club. They were annoyed by the concerns of the clubwomen, and even
more by the public attention the club drew (and the subtext it brought to mind). When Variety ran a
thoughtful series on both the Club and women’s groups giving lectures on how to protect young extra
girls from pimping rings and being loaned out for “executive entertainment” under the guise of work,
Loew and Schenck demanded the series removed. They felt--rightly so-- that it gave the studios and
industry bad publicity.'®* In terms of historical analysis, such reactions suggest that the male
capitalists of Hollywood were afraid for the public to see the way the system was really working for
women. Acknowledging that there were in fact many young women who really needed assistance
would have meant acknowledging the social problems they had created, and that the Hollywood
Dream was largely a hazardous falsehood built on sexual exploitation.

Throughout this project, | have identified two parallel cudgels that emerged as disciplinary
tools at this time, both most effective in terms of propping up the system: glamour and publicity. | am
here employing primary source and first-person accounts that recentre actresses and utilise their own
understandings to these points. Theoretical discussion in later chapters incorporates concepts of

symbolic and real violence, in terms of how the system was able to function and protect itself. Political
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theorist Yanos Varoufakis has also made the rather obvious but compelling assertion that there is not
enough social force to prop up any authoritarian system with violence alone. Soft power considered
acceptable to most is what succeeds.'®® Starting from Powdermaker’s premise that studio Hollywood
was an authoritarian system, glamour and publicity would be, in Varoufakis’ terms, the duel soft power
reinforcements of such.

Publicity as such a tool will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Four, as it took even
stronger hold in 1930s fan magazine discourse coinciding with the economics of the Depression. But
here, briefly: when it suited them and if there was a disciplinary point to be made, the fan magazines
of the 1910s were already becoming adept at a tactic that would become ubiquitous. They had no
problem switching their presentation of actresses as humble but respectable working girls worthy of
the audience’s respect to that of spoiled aristocrats, when it suited them. This was particularly the
case when called upon to admonish a star for her behaviour, especially if it in any way involved
financial demands. Reporters like Stephen Bush at Moving Picture World would assist in the studios’
disciplinary processes by dutifully writing about the “evil” of "gouging stars™ who demanded “fabulous
and ridiculous salaries”.'®® Such effective strategies obviously kept any organising or even griping
about economic equity to a minimum.

In terms of glamour as employed by the studios, it can be situated as not only disciplinary tool,
but also as something of a narcotic-- to both stars and spectators. As Janet Staiger has asserted,
Hollywood was above all “a cinema of concealed artifice".’®” Lois Banner has reminded that the word
“glamour” itself, coined by Sir Walter Scott in the early nineteenth century, is “a word grounded in the
ancient Scottish culture of magic, witches and spells and transmogrified into the modern meaning of
elusive, sophisticated attraction”.’®® Banner describes this slightly supernatural concept as one that
would come to fully haunt the beauty culture of the modern age.'®

For perhaps the striking example of this use of glamour “on” the audience as both peak 1920s
Hollywood and deliberate class strategy, one could take the case of Cecil B. DeMille. In the
eponymous example of Miriam Bratu Hansen’s vernacular modernism, the world DeMille created in
his films had a massive social influence on American life— fashion, interior design, architecture,
perfume, and cosmetics. Privately, however, DeMille bemoaned that he would have preferred to make

more serious films but that the audience wanted opulent fantasy, and so he gave it to them: “the
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chambermaid’s idea of glamour, he called it".2%" Leatrice Joy Gilbert Fountain, daughter of silent stars
Leatrice Joy and John Gilbert turned film historian and biographer, demonstrated a perfect
understanding of DeMille’s artistic trade-off and its class politics in her oral history interview with Paul
Zollo:

DeMille showed he was perfectly capable of making intelligent, sensitive, well-drawn
films. But he wanted to make a lot of money, and he lost respect for the public. He was
sure that if he made crappy movies, then everybody would love them. And he was
right! [Laughs] He would tell Mother, ‘| want you to be a lady in this, but | don’t want you
to be what a real lady is, | want you to be what a housemaid thinks a lady is. Do it for
them.” He was always aiming down at his audiences.??

Glamour could also act as an opiate to the actors themselves. Chapter Four will go extensively
into case studies of stars who were self-aware class actors, rebels, and troublemakers. But when the
system worked as designed, it instead reshaped arriving aspirants into grateful, dutiful daughters of
patriarchy. When the studio finishing and refinishing process worked as designed, the corporation now
had a docile and obedient money-maker as employee. Such performers believed in themselves as the
lucky and the chosen ones, rather than as mistreated workers in a corruptly weighted system who
should be organising. How could that be the reality if they were universally envied as gods and
goddesses, made up in beautiful clothes, makeup, and photography to become supra-human,
ethereal beings? Most case studies in this project are of the dissenting activist type, in keeping with
my themes of labour and class abuses. However, primary source research revealed many opposite
instances of the socially conservative, grateful company employee type, as well. This was particularly
the case of conservative-leaning, later-life interviews in texts like Silent Stars Speak: Interviews with
Twelve Cinema Pioneers (2001) and Movies Were Always Magical: Interviews with 19 Actors,
Directors, and Producers from the Hollywood of the 1930s through the 1950s (2003).2°® Thus some
actors and creatives saw through the illusion and were self-advocating or dissatisfied workers; many
did not.

Consider how disappointing Eleanor Boardman found starring in one of the most acclaimed
Hollywood movies of all time, King Vidor's The Crowd (1928), because it was a masterpiece of a
social study rather than a costume drama:

| didn’t care about ordinary people. | thought when you went into movies that you wore
curls and beautiful hats, and gorgeous clothes and, glamorous. Suddenly | was cast in
this downtrodden, Mary Doe, meets John Doe, going through life. No money, no
education, no knowledge of what they were doing. It was a job | had to do! | didn’t like
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to be so drab. And unattractive. As | say, the hair was hanging down, no makeup on.?%

Boardman articulates here that she had inadvertently found herself in an important classic of social
realism, when what she had expected to be part of in Hollywood was what Jane Gaines called in
“Dream/Factory” (2000) “the beautifying mirror”: the ruling class’ edification of the dreams and
aspirations of the masses.?’® Reflecting back to the masses their own problems instead, and doing so
as an anomalous upper-class born, educated actress herself made Boardman unglamorous and, thus,
uncomfortable.

This question-- where manufactured glamour and publicity met with the actual personage of a
performer-- is central to an understanding of the class status of the woman in Hollywood. It begs
questions of affect: what did it mean to feel like a star? To feel glamorous? Which version of the
evolving, constructed self was the actress at this stage of life? Within these schemas, one often sees
conflation between different strata of women, in terms of finance and class as discussed at other
points in this project. The simple, anecdotal points raised here in terms of archetypal overlap have
never been much considered in either mainstream or feminist film history to date.

Both statistically and anecdotally, first-person evidence repeatedly suggests that the actress
whom the working girls were seeing on the screen, presented to them as supremely wealthy and
glamorous, still internally identified herself as a member of the working class. She worried about
money and security, having more often than not grown up poor, knowing that the studios would take
what they could get from actresses and then throw them away. The star did not generally experience
life as floating through a series of parties, wearing only ball gowns, and living for romance and luxury
like the characters she might have played. She had agents and contracts and harassing studio
executives and competition for roles, sexual exploitation and forced plastic surgery and worries about
aging with which to contend. She might have had family members back home to whom she sent
money to keep them afloat. She was competing with other women in this male-structured system, but
also working with them and maintaining friendships despite the cruelty of the system.

There are many examples in primary sources that show this class continuum of women,
complete with solidarity and mutual assistance. Colleen Moore shared an anecdote about her friend
and fellow star Constance Talmadge in her memoir Silent Star (1968) that spoke incisively to these
overlapping identities of class and camaraderie. Moore witnessed Talmadge give her entire wardrobe,
including the finest designer clothes, to a cleaning woman at the studio. Her reason? “My sister is

marrying a millionaire”.2% Talmadge was referring to her sister and fellow star Norma Talmadge, who
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had just gotten engaged to powerful studio executive Joseph Schenck. In another anecdote, Moore
recalled that actress and Hearst mistress Marion Davies once purchased new coats for all her actress
friends visiting San Simeon one weekend and handed them out casually. This was Davies’ scheme
because one of the women was not getting work, had a hole-ridden coat, and was too proud to take
help.2" In fact, Moore’s entire memoir abounds with women helping other women within the early
Hollywood system. She and her friends, other young stars, began a networking club:

What we ended up doing was to help each other get jobs. When anyone went to be
interviewed for a part and didn’t get it, she’d quick call up all the other girls in the club
so one of them could.?%®

In another instance, Moore discussed how the wardrobe mistress at Goldwyn Studios would lend
actresses beautiful gowns from costumes to wear on dates, risking her own job-- and that all of the
girls were in on the secret. As Moore recalled, “[w]e didn’t even let on to each other. If | was out
dancing and saw a girl wearing a gown | was wearing in a picture, I'd pretend I'd never seen it
before”.2% Anecdotes such as these are revelatory as to rarely discussed cross-class and cross-
success solidarity among women in Hollywood.

Numerous primary source writings and oral history recollections present in this project offer the
recollections of stars who did not perceive themselves as goddess-like to any degree. Colleen Moore,
to take just one example, thought of herself first and foremost as a sort of superfan. Silent Star (1968)
was not only a history of her own stardom, but of her own fandom. It detailed how she had begun, as
a girlhood fan, to plan her actress career. Like all of her girlfriends, Moore had a scrapbook of film
stars-- but unlike them, Moore recalled, “I left a blank page in mine for my own picture after | became
a movie star”.2°

In any attempted assertion that “[tjhe Screen Star and her emulator, the Screen-Struck Girl”?"’
were two distinct creatures, simple math and history get in the way. If a “screen struck girl” or “movie
mad maid” was fifteen in 1915 watching the serial queens, might she not have grown up to be one of
the adult star actresses of the following decade? Or, a teenage fan in the 1920s who grew up to
become an adult star of the 1930s and 1940s? Contrary to all the illusions of glamour and studio
publicity, stars did not descend from the heavens fully formed. As Moore had detailed, they were fans
first, frequently from working-class families, who had themselves been raised on the first decades of
cinema from childhood.

This exact point clearly situating actresses in the lower and middle classes, far from

constructed glamour, comes up constantly in accounts by the actresses themselves. Turning to such
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accounts repeatedly bolsters the earlier assertion that these women remained completely on a class
continuum with their working-class spectators, families, or even former selves. In fact, just as this
project began as an adamant corrective to Mulvey’s assertion that the actress is the “glamorous
impersonating the ordinary”, it takes on another rejoinder to a Mulveyian premise here in relation to
actress and spectator. In theorisation about representation and relationship, Mulvey posited that the
spectator was attempting to inhabit the actress’ space, trapping herself in identification in trying to get
closer to the star.?'> Mary Ann Doane echoed the same point around the same period, that the female
spectator was trying “"to approximate the bodily image of the star”.?'* By my estimation, and this is
key-- they never stopped being in the same space in the first place. They were largely women from
the same social groups, who had become differentiated by their professions. One was just more high-
profile than the world had ever seen to date, but underneath the facade of Hollywood, the women in
both groups often faced similar labour hazards and challenges.

In her 1903 book The Home, the sometimes-called utopian feminist Charlotte Perkins Gilman
lived up to this description when she wrote, “[i]f women were there, everywhere, in the world which
belongs to them as much as to men, then everywhere would be safe”.?' | label this utopian because
as women know, this did not turn out to be the case-- not in 1920, and not in 2020. Calculating from
the year that cinema was invented to the present, women’s visibility has increased exponentially-- but
their safety has surely not. Moreover, what is to be made of circumstances in which some women
suffer or are abused in order to make other women freer and safer? This rather bleak conclusion
necessitates a reckoning with how freedom, safety, and visibility have worked in modernity for various
types of women. It also connects in interesting ways with the feminist scholarly interest in the
archetype of the flaneuse that has very discursively present in recent decades. A contention with what
the scholarly focus upon the flaneuse in cultural studies of the last decades has to do with the
situating here of women as second-class citizens in Hollywood is due. The concept of the female
flaneur may in practice be more complicated than one of urban liberation. The public female body is
always on display. The male gaze and objectification dominate. Skepticism towards the idea that
women were ever liberated into the modern city at all is warranted, in light of post-MeToo feminist
histories.

In academic circles, a majority of the interest in the flaneuse grew out of Second Wave
feminists pushing back on the prevailing understanding of women’s victimisation, to instead assert
spaces where they found liberation and emancipation in modernity. For the feminist film historian, the

public modern woman became a spectator, sitting in a theatre, watching adventures on film to which
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women had never had access before in previous human history. Anke Gleber had made this
argument quite clearly; as she has explained, previous to cinema the only way to see the world
unthreatened as a woman was to disguise as a man. Gleber has dismissed Walter Benjamin’s
gender-neutral concept of “the masses” as naive. Women could not idle alone, and so lived outside
the city even within it. If women were the constant object of male voyeurs, they were stymied of the
opportunity to themselves look.?'®

Particularly with the advent of film, in Gleber’s argument, every woman could become a
flaneuse without worrying about safety or public scrutiny. She could go places and see things to which
she had never before had access. As articulated by Gleber, we can think of female film spectatorship
as flanerie for the mass of women and, in this respect, as liberating. Heide Schlipmann has also seen
the space of the cinema as one where women could be cultural and social outside the family.?®
Women were, in this estimation, free of the gaze in dark theatres, able to finally look for themselves.
For Katharina von Ankum, too, the cinema was the singular place where a woman could both escape
the constant anxiety of public judging and act as a secret flaneuse. Outside this uniquely dark space,
the modern woman was always acting because she was always being seen and observed. Finally to
these points, Liz Conor began to get very close to some of the central assertions of this thesis project,
when she posited that the problem of a female flaneur is a problem of class status. Jumping off from
Gleber, Schiiipmann, and Von Ankum, Conor has asserted that film, in effect, revolutionised women’s
class status due to its reconfiguring of public space.?'”

It certainly all sounds promising for the pro-flaneuse argument. But the pessimistic argument
rears its head again. Mightn’t the early cinema theatre be situated as just another (new, more modern)
space of unsafety? The chance to view the world as a spectator in the dark was indeed powerful. But
getting to one’s seat and sitting in it was not an unembodied or ungendered experience. Some
feminist film historians of the silent era have contended with the negative aspects of the cinema
theatre as cultural and sociological space, as | do here. Constance Balides has acknowledged of early
filmic culture that nickelodeons and cinemas, along with penny arcades, soda fountains, and dance
halls, were spaces in which girls were regularly recruited by pimps or trafficked.2'® Advertising for
working-class cinemas might invite customers by promising outright, “[cJome right in, we have the
darkest cinema in the whole town”,2'® suggesting a space for peace, freedom, and the right not to be

observed. But wouldn’t such a slogan also present a come-on to a molesting man, for example? How
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free is a woman in watching if she has to make her way through a crowd of sexually predatory men to
get there? So were theatres spaces where women could feel safe from street harassment and escape
to fantasy? Or were theatres the same kind of lower-class spaces unsafe for women, filled with
harassment themselves?

Further, even the feminist cultural and film historians who do acknowledge the potential
dangers of this historical cinema space are concerned with female spectators. They have not to date
contended with the same factors for the woman performer on the screen at all. The freedom of the
spectator to sit in the dark and experience not being a watched or preyed-upon woman in public is a
questionable contention. But even if we do grant the cinema theatre as a safe space for a working-
class woman, her feeling of freedom might have been purchased by the danger that the actress being
watched was put through to make the scene. In a key question that echoes some raised in feminist
critiques of mainstream, masculinist pornography: the spectator may be feeling free and safe, but how
can she know the actress wasn’t abused or exploited in the making of the “fantasy” that she is
watching? This is an epistemological impossibility.??°

| am suggesting that in fact, the spectator and actress were operating on parallel tracks of
freedom, safety, and visibility-- and that frequently when one was up, the other was down. An actress
had visibility and relative wealth, while the working-class woman watching stayed in her precarious
position. But from my vantage point of situating women’s class status in Hollywood and a
historiographic application of MeToo, film might at times have seemed an escape from precarity or
danger for the spectator, while in reality being emblematic of these realities for the female performer.
Even if we assume that the spectator was safe to dream in the theatre-- then the spectator became
free in the theatre, free from her working-class life, unfair labour conditions, street harassment, free to
gaze, free to observe and “travel” unmolested, a virtual flaneuse. In the meantime, however, the irony
is that the women she was watching were not free. They were playing at freedom but working under
the threat of sexual coercion, exploitation, and unsafe labour conditions themselves. Perceived as
living charmed lives, in reality they might have been dealing with the exact same conditions of
predatory bosses and dangerous workspaces as the women in the audience. On top of these factors,
actresses were certainly experiencing the coerced beauty standards and bodily control that became
so central to the system in its peak Fordist years.

A simple, conventional reading, present for a century, might be that the working girl sacrificed
her nickel to the studios, who kept the actress in furs and swimming pools. But in fact, the actress was
sacrificial herself. She herself suffered in voyeurism and exploitation so that the female spectator

could have an afternoon of fantasy. Previous scholarly focus on the spectator and the free woman in
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the city has neglected the inverse and parallel relationship of freedom, safety, and the lack thereof
with the performing woman in the Hollywood system. | am contending that their social situations
actually worked in tandem-- or, borrowing a phrase from Patrice Petro, “oscillated along a continuum
between anxiety/privation and boredom/sateity"--??' that there were layers of freedom versus danger
for both. Miriam Bratu Hansen was one of the only film historians of her generation to even come
close to this point. Hansen explained that no matter how modern a film may seem, when men control
the image of women onscreen, ambivalence is already baked in and agency is disrupted for both
spectator and female star.???

Not only were these women on the same continuum in terms of safety, freedom, and visibility:
they were also situated as such in terms of their very class subjecthood. Barry King has placed the
star-fan relationship in pre-cinematic contexts as one that would go on to define the same in the
cinematic era: as one “where a new geometry of class relationships could be concretized”.??® All of
them, spectators or performers, were working women in a capitalist, male-dominant culture. Thus, all
of these women lived the trauma of being gendered subjects in a gender-biased society.?*

The spectator identified with the actress not only as a lofty star, but also as a fellow young
woman, knowing from fan magazine discourse that she might have risen from working-class in just the
past few years herself. The actress in the meantime was not above the spectator, in a one-way
relationship of deity looking down at supplicant. The actress knew who the working girls who came to
her films or stayed away were, because she had been one herself not long before. The fear that she
might have ended up back in their ranks again would have remained ever-present for most. After
several decades of Dyerian focus on stars as symbols and social gods and goddesses or modern
mythological figures, alternative approaches that centre labour and class are both simple and needed.
As Jane Gaines writes in Pink-Slipped, “[c]loser examination also reveals the two groups as physically
proximate, the differences between them often blurry”.22%

Clearly, the shift to an understanding of the realities of precarity and obsolescence, and a
continuum between working-class audience girls and migratory extra girls or bit players new to
Hollywood and on its lowest rungs, is possible within feminist film history. This thesis contends that all
actresses, including stars, were second-class citizens in the Hollywood system. Yet how can this
claim be compatible with Hollywood'’s star system, including the image of opulence and decadence

prominent in the 1920s? It would seem | have a luxury problem-- and a woman problem to boot? If
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even stars were working-class subjects, as | contend, how can | deal with the mansions, furs, and
luxury automobiles, the most lavish lifestyles known to the U.S. of the era?

Itis true that by the middle of the 1920s, as the rest of the U.S. was also in boom times and
get-rich-quick mode, the discourse of the brave little working girl actress or the proto-feminist serial
queen was out. Peeks behind the curtain at the lifestyles of the fabulously rich and famous were in.
Karen Sternheimer has described how “[a] 1924 Screenland article describes the sorts of demands
stars made of their cooks, maids, and chauffeurs- quite a shift from pictures of actresses scrubbing
their own floors in the 1910s”.??® Fan magazines wrote breathlessly about the ascendance to “the
limousine life” and stars’ expenses, including 10,000 dollars a year in clothes??’-- at a time when
average yearly income for a man supporting a family was half that.

Surely new social classes and hierarchies were forming. On the surface, it certainly seemed
like, as the constant international press pumped out for a decade declared to the world, Hollywood
stars could be situated as a new pantheon of gods and goddesses. Not only would these people
never have a financial care in the world, it was reported, but they were a new kind of aristocracy the
world had never seen before. Yet while the star system certainly contributed to the creation of wealth
among actors, including women, Hollywood remained a corporate system, ruled by capitalist
structures and gendered hierarchies. Women could only rise so far in such a system, and even this
was dependent upon salaries deigned appropriate by the bosses rather than concrete power. The
costs of maintaining stardom were exorbitant and a disciplinary tool in themselves, a point to be
discussed in more detail in Chapter Four. Parallel to this, the myth that anyone who had success in
films was “set for life” was completely belied by case studies that arose in the 1930s and beyond. A
return to precarity was far more likely-- even more particularly for women, who lived under a severely
ageist regime.

This mythos of the Hollywood elite as a kind of new pantheon of gods, based in romanticised
inaccuracy and sensationalism, has nonetheless successfully come down through the years in large
part through the gossip and celebrity entertainment industries, repeatedly bolstered by scores of fan
magazine and mass market writers over decades.??® From the perspective of scholarly revisiting, it is
both an unserious way to understand workers in an industry, and one obscurant of actually looking at
labour and industrial conditions. All the same, the massive success of such a fevered myth confused
even presidents and monarchs in its contemporary moment; it is unsurprising that it has continued to
confuse popular culture writers, “Golden Age Hollywood” fans, and even some film historians to the

present too. Challenging this long-held myth requires both a concrete labour studies approach, as this
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project attempts, as well actual readings of the priceless first-person recountings of women like
Frederica Sagor Maas or Louise Brooks, who actually experienced and reported upon the system as
class actors.?®®

It is true that Hollywood changed social customs and manners quite dramatically.
Hollywoodisms became peak Americanisms-- from the constant wearing of jeans and t-shirts to the
pervasive use of first names. But the perceived status of the “golden people” stars of Hollywood didn’t
just affect a change in fashion or speech. In a fascinating Bordieusian moment of “class fracture”, the
social position of the stars was something so globally new and ambiguous, so dazzling, that there are
first-person accounts of confusion when actual royalty came to Hollywood. Those on both sides
weren’t yet clear on who should bow to whom. There are many such fascinating anecdotes of either
the stars earnestly trying to live up to their roles as a new aristocracy, or titled aristocrats expecting
them to and instead being let down by meeting some working-class actors with money. Noel Coward
lamented the loss of the good old days, when performers were treated as the hired help, brought to
the side door but paid well. Now, Coward quipped, one was obligated to sit through dinner parties
making small talk with boring aristocrats.?*° Early twentieth century Los Angeles and its culture based
on performance had very quickly come to mirror King’s conclusions on the theatrical world of early
modern London:

In sociological terms, the antecedent and then surrounding ecology in which the
progenitors of stardom emerged was one of status ambiguity, in which the various
dimensions of social existence- an individual’s trade, family background, religious beliefs,
and so on- did not smoothly cohere.?’

A prototypical example is that of Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks’ status as “Hollywood
royalty” par excellence. The couple-- born as the aforementioned Gladys Smith of Toronto and
Douglas Ullmann of Denver-- built their fairy tale estate at Pickfair to live up to their fame. Interviewed
in Villecco’s oral history collection, Douglas Fairbanks, Jr. explained that Pickfair was the ultimate
invitation destination not only for stars but also for politicians, presidents, and royalty. In Kevin
Brownlow’s documentary, it was remarked that “they really kept court there, like in London”, and that
they received everyone from titled aristocrats on honeymoon to the King of Siam.?3? Joan Crawford,
onetime Pickfair daughter-in law as the flapper bride of Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., described Pickford in
her own memoir A Portrait of Joan (1962) as having “the manners and bearing of a little queen”.?® In

one recollection in the memoir, the working-class Crawford recalled being so intimidated by Pickford
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that she was too frightened to ask to be excused to go upstairs, and so dressed for formal dinners in
the downstairs bathroom.?**

Pickford and Fairbanks tinkered with high society precedent on dancing and seating etiquette as
it suited them, and the most prestigious people in the world went along with it. Barry King has
identified particular social significance in the class shift around the first generation of Hollywood stars
and, in particular, the milieu of Pickfair. To King, Pickford, Fairbanks, and Cecil B. DeMille were of a
type he deemed “passable WASPS” who could bridge the gap between high society in Los Angeles
and Jewish Hollywood. He has contended that this first generation of stars was “preoccupied with
forging an equation between film acting and WASP respectability”.2*5

In 1925, megastar Gloria Swanson broke yet another class barrier when she went to France to
film a movie and returned home married to a marquis;?* a far cry from her middle-class Chicago
origins and childhood as a military brat. This trend of American star actresses marrying men from
European royalty would continue apace in the studio era, peaking in the 1950s. Citing Swanson’s
marriage to the Marquis de la Falaise, King has asserted that “[t]he blurring of the line between early
stars and lesser nobility was a function of a general social equation... a democratic form of
aristocracy; a powerless elite, but an elite nonetheless”.?*” In her memoir, Goodness Had Nothing To
Do With It (1959), Mae West from working-class Brooklyn mused on her time as one of the most
famous celebrities on the planet, when she was visited by all the world’s aristocrats and socialites--
international royalty like the Aga Khan, titled British aristocrats, Vanderbilts and Rockefellers.?% In her
own memoir, Patsy Ruth Miller recalled joyriding through the streets of Culver City with the uncle of
the king of Egypt and posing for pictures with the crown prince and princess of Sweden.?*

The flavour in the air for the global hysteria around the stars of the 1920s as a new aristocracy
has also been made evident in fiction and Hollywood film itself. Wilder's Sunset Boulevard cheekily
abounds with such meta-details. In one early scene, the butler of Swanson’s Norma Desmond, Max,
chastises Joe Gillis for his lack of respect for the aging, forgotten star. Max (later revealed to have
formerly been Norma’s former director and husband, meta-played himself by silent actor/director Erich
von Stroheim) recounts Norma’s heyday with eerie, stylised awe:

She was the greatest of them all. You wouldn’t know her, you're too young. In one
week, she received 17,000 fan letters. Men bribed her hairdresser to get a lock of her
hair. And there was a maharajah who came all the way from India to beg one of her
silk stockings. Later he strangled himself with it.24
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All this opulence and legend aside, the “Golden People” mythos, as defined by writers like Kenneth
Anger, was in fact always already dogged by the biographical origins of the new star ascendancy.
Throughout this project’s case studies, | am particularly devoted to parsing how actresses related to
their birth identities versus their Hollywood publicity-given personas in relation to class. As already
established, the solid fact was that most American movie actresses came from the working classes.
As John Kobal wrote in his 1982 biography of Rita Hayworth and the building of legend in Beverly
Hills:

Many of the street names seem to have been inspired by the stars: Young, Pickford,
Fairbanks, Hayworth. But it's more probable that movie stars took their new names
from the streets than vice versa.?*!

In phenomena that will also be discussed in Chapter Four, sometimes publicity remodeling of a
woman into her star persona scrubbed her working-class background entirely and created for her an
aristocratic bio. But at other times a working-class background and struggle to the top was played up.
In some ways, there seemed to be no rhyme or reason to who got which treatment. Sometimes
publicity was “honest” on class background, as when the fan magazines celebrated the Talmadge
sisters’ working-class backgrounds and declared that it was what made them relatable stars. On rare
occasions, it would class an actress down, rather inexplicably, as when Patsy Ruth Miller of an upper-
middle-class St. Louis family read in her own publicity about her past as a maid.?*? But more often, it
was the opposite: it attributed an upper-class, finishing school background to a working-class girl with
a changed name.

To attempt this complex theorisation of silent era stars as working-class subjects, it is useful to
return once again to Thorstein Veblen and his most famed concept in conspicuous consumption. In
The Theory of the Leisure Class, Veblen explained that the working rich can only emulate the leisure
class by buying highly expensive and highly visible symbols of wealth. The studio founders
themselves were engaging in such conspicuous consumption as a new parvenu aristocracy in Los
Angeles, defined by minority status and to be discussed more in Chapter Three in terms of ethnicity.
But the stars were the employees of this arriviste class-- making them a kind of doubled parvenu
aristocracy, on far more precarious ground, living on and by the image of wealth as more important
than the wealth itself. Lest we forget, Norma Desmond may have lived in a giant, crumbling mansion
with oil well residuals, but she also went back to the studio to ask the still-omnipotent DeMille for work
and he turned her down. In reality, the 1920s was the most illusory decade in a city, industry, and

culture built on illusion.
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Adela Rogers St. Johns corroborated the strangeness of the new money-mad position of the
young performers of 1920s Hollywood when she told Brownlow in old age, “[w]ell, we didn’t know what
to do with anything. We'd never had anything, or had any money. And here we were”.?*3 In The Dream
Factory, Powdermaker as anthropologist remarked upon the same, noting that “[flor almost all the top
successes in Hollywood, great wealth is a new experience”.?** The legitimate press of the time (as
opposed to the Hollywood publicity machine) commented on this same social phenomenon as well.
The New York Journal explained disapprovingly that:

When people spring from poverty to affluence within a few weeks, their mental
equipment is not always equal to the strain. They have money, an unaccustomed toy,
and they spend it in bizarre ways. They may indulge in ‘wild parties’ or they may
indulge in other forms of relaxation and excitement... Many of them spend all they
make.?4%
The piece went on to rather breathlessly warn that lack of full access to alcohol in Hollywood during
Prohibition was leading to a rise in drug use and abuse and a dearth of new drug pushers.

Even the hallowed mythology of San Simeon and the fabulous parties of Hearst and Davies
were a good deal more downmarket than glamorised histories would have us believe. Colleen Moore
was struck by the contrast between the grandeur of the palace and some of the errors of taste she
noticed there:

The glasses were beautiful blue Venetian ones, and the plates lovely china, but the
napkins were paper, and down the center of the table were bottles and jars, with the
labels still on them, of catsup, mustard, pickles, jellies, etc.?4

Bette Davis had a similar classed recollection of San Simeon, remarking in her 1975 memoir in her
characteristically arch style, “San Simeon might have been a palace but there was no soap in the
bathroom when | dined there once”.?*” Ezra Goodman, also a writer with the ever-present sharp eye
for detail, quipped of the offices of one production company that they were decorated in “Beverly Hills
Oriental... what is known as the L.B. Ming dynasty”.?*® Continuing, he observed that:

The ash trays and antiques all had prices affixed to them... A massive antique
breakfront was filled with authentic leather-bound sets of Sir Walter Scott and other
classic authors. Almost all the books were upside down.?4°
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As Neal Gabler concluded of the spending habits of the Hollywood nouveaux, “acquiring class never
came cheap”.?°

| would here return momentarily to the title of this thesis project in Class Acts. The fact is that
this popular phrase of the day, with its multiple meanings, betrayed the perceptions of the upper-class
from the lower classes. One glaring irony, of course, is that “class act” was a slang term about how to
behave as upper-class by people who were not upper-class at all-- certainly not used by aristocrats.
Rather it was the common parlance of those like the working-class immigrant studio founders turned
millionaires, and the frequently poor or working-class girls whose origins and ethnicities they so
successfully obscured and turned into stars.?’

One first-person, contemporaneous primary source offered, by contrast, insight into how the
true American upper class saw and interacted with the new Hollywood movie “royalty”. American
aristocrat turned writer and journalist Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jr. occasionally wrote dispatches for
Photoplay throughout the 1920s. In one such piece, “Why Fifth Avenue Laughs At Hollywood Society”,
Vanderbilt wrote of the amusing new 1920s habit for the upper classes of both the Eastern U.S and
Great Britain to go “slumming” in Hollywood once or twice a year. After such trips, the elite would
mockingly report back on the manners and habits of its inhabitants. Vanderbilt, Jr. described his social
strata as distinctly unimpressed with the new money Hollywood types, explaining that the
Newport/Fifth Avenue set “for the most part... lifts a snooty eyebrow and emits a robust chuckle when
anyone brings up the topic of movieland society”.?%2 He also offhandedly mentions family and
associates of his in high society who have been cut off socially by hostesses for dating movie stars.

Vanderbilt picked up on the culture of overcompensation in social markers that defined the
arrivistes of Hollywood, in everything from interior decorating to speech. He speculated that “[n]o
doubt in the depths of the modest little homes from which most of them emanated, they had for years
been ‘just folks’... Hollywood and its hillbillies are a great deal grander” than they had been back
East.25% Vanderbilt frankly decried how “[t]he cheapness, the flimsiness, the gaudiness, the racket of
the Hollywood social game paramounts anything anywhere else in the land”.?5* Vanderbilt ended his
piece suggesting that if new Hollywood people had real social training in the East, they would stop
overdoing everything from makeup and what they perceived as posh accents to alcohol consumption:

The heavy goo and over-made-up cheeks will be more normal... They'll talk in less
harsh accents... and neither will strain the Oxonian which some Hollywood linguist has
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told them is the way the Four Hundred speak... They’ll be ashamed at their own
knowledge of how to drink, and how much.?%®
Numerous actress memoirs corroborated Vanderbilt’'s view of vulgar arriviste culture in young
Hollywood. In her memoir A Life on Film (1971), Mary Astor (who had been raised in the Midwest but
with many high culture trappings) wrote that:

the aping of genteel society was comically incongruous... these people, whose lives
were absorbed by artifice and performance, really didn’t know how to socialise except
by entertaining- literally.?%®
Eventually, it seemed Vanderbilt's advice was, partially, taken to heart. In Paul Zollo’s oral history
Hollywood Remembered (2011), producer Leland Hayward’s daughter Brooke (also a Hollywood

memoirist) recalled of her father:

...he was raised a gentleman on the East Coast, he was a dark-suit-and-tie kind of guy,
and nobody else in the film industry was. Generally speaking, the film industry was run
by people that were recent immigrants who had not had that kind of upbringing. Leland
would go around to their offices in a suit and tie, and they decided that he had class.
There was a certain emulation.?%”

Another way truly upper-class people would mock Hollywood’s new elite would be for what
they perceived as their poor manners and vulgarity, in blurring social affairs with moneymaking affairs.
The constant mixing of business and pleasure occurred to nearly absurd degrees, a phenomenon
Powdermaker remarked upon extensively from an anthropological perspective in The Dream Factory.
Or it would perhaps be more accurate to say that the Hollywood milieu, not knowing how to have
“fun”, made “fun” itself into work. Joan Fontaine wrote in her memoir No Bed of Roses (1978) that all
Hollywood parties were written off as business expenses. Therefore, “[a]s a guest entered a Beverly
Hills house, he was obliged to sign in before having the first cocktail”.?>® Bette Davis has been
specifically known in writing and in interview, especially later in life, for her caustic wit, but she should
also be known for having an excellent eye for class issues and applying said wit thusly. In her 1962
memoir The Lonely Life, Davis quipped that:

Most of Hollywood who decorate their houses like Scottish shooting boxes and sent the
ladies off to the powder room while the gentlemen stayed at the table sipping brandy
didn’t know a credenza from an arpeggio.?*®
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With a close reading of primary sources, %° however, it is unsurprising that Davis would have been
one of the sharpest actresses on class. She was intelligent, well-educated, passionate, and with a
very keen sense of herself and the various facets of her identity. Davis’ self-aware class actor status
will be gone into in more depth in Chapter Four, where she is also situated as one of the loudest
dissidents on labour issues. Joan Fontaine, too, spoke of being an educated woman in the Hollywood
social scene that “[i]f you'd read a book, traveled, could discuss anything other than movies, it was
best to keep quiet”.?" Her perspective, along with Astor and Davis’, all added colourful anecdotal
bolstering to Veblen’s theoretical concepts of conspicuous consumption and the parvenu.

The most ostentatious tool for the manufacture of glamour in the Hollywood milieu was
clothing. Just as actresses were responsible for their own makeup until departments standardised,
actresses were expected to provide their own clothes. This was the standard until the later 1920s,
when wardrobe departments became the norm. Economically speaking, this wardrobe was a massive
and gendered hardship, and different actresses tried to negotiate it in different ways. Joan Crawford
explained in her memoir that as she was spending too much in other areas, she would try to make her
own clothes-- and hope that in her “extreme” draping of chiffon or satin that she would be imitated.?5?
Patsy Ruth Miller had to resort to renting beautiful and suitable clothes, which swallowed up her entire
fifty dollar a week salary.?®® Others took the dramatic but risky strategy of buying massively expensive
wardrobes as the lifeline to their careers. Hedda Hopper took her entire salary of five thousand dollars
for Virtuous Wives (1918) and spent it on society lady-level couture. She then upstaged the leading
lady of the film, and was in continual demand for society matron parts thereafter.?®* Gloria Swanson,
too, deliberately moved away from the cupid’s bow flapper look to an orientalist sensual aesthetic,
complete with turbans and robes.?® Her star image was then increasingly constructed around her
clothes and how she wore them.

Swanson is an excellent cultural figure to close on this point, and not only for her meta-status
on these exact themes, as an aging silent star who played the most famous, mad, silent star of all.
Kenneth Anger quoted Swanson (who, as an aside, became a bitter archenemy of his for the way he
wrote about her in Hollywood Babylon and their subsequent mutual antipathy)?® as saying:

Oh, the parties we used to havel... In those days the public wanted us to live like kings
and queens. So we did- and why not? We were in love with life. We were making more
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money than we ever dreamed existed and there was no reason to believe it would ever
stop.?%7

A useful way to think about the Hollywood women of the 1920s and to resolve the “luxury
problem” at hand can be borrowed from some unexpected social satirists, one dead, one living. New
York luminary turned 1930s Hollywood screenwriter Dorothy Parker declared of life as a creative in
Los Angeles, “Hollywood money isn’t money. It's congealed snow, it melts in your hand, and there you
are”.?%® In 2004, comedian and social satirist Chris Rock performed a famous stand-up special in
which he delineated the difference between being rich and being wealthy in American culture. Making
his points along racial lines that | would assert work equally well intersectionally in terms of gender,
Rock brilliantly riffed of the NBA, with obvious parallels to Hollywood:

I’'m not talking about rich, I'm talking about wealth.... Well, what’s the difference? Shaq
[NBA basketball star Shaquille O’'Neal] is rich. The white man that signs his check is
wealthy... Wealth is passed down from generation to generation. You can’t get rid of
wealth.2%°
No doubt Rock didn’t have the stars of silent Hollywood in mind when writing this stand-up act-- but he
could have.

Passing through the 1920s, we must contend with the gendered casualties of the system, in
the form of mistreated women extras and overburdened women stars. Yet there is also space to
briefly consider some of the converse labour successes, women stars who did battle for autonomy
and voice within the system. In this chapter, we have bounced from Mary Pickford as young,
degraded theatre actress in films to Pickford the womanly, class-shifting aristocrat. But what about
Pickford as both global superpower and businesswoman extraordinaire? As her popularity soared with
the public and demand reached beyond all previous expectations, her salary jumped to as high as
10,000 dollars a week. Zukor charged distributors more and more for her films. They paid it, and
began to build the movie palaces. Zukor and the executives had to carefully try to manipulate publicity
to maintain Pickford’s image as “America’s Sweetheart” while the economic realities of what stardom
was becoming were so shocking. As one 1916 Motion Picture Weekly article declared, “[w]hen a girl is
only twenty-three... yet receiving a weekly salary that is the equivalent of two and hundred and fifty
working girls' wages, there is need of an explanation™.?’° The previous quote sounds like a recipe for a
despised public figure. And yet the publicity gambits worked. For fifteen of the first twenty years of
Photoplay, Pickford was voted the number one most beloved star by the public. Really, Pickford pulled

off an impossible task-- seen as America’s Sweetheart, a brilliant businesswoman, and a supporter of
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women’s rights, without being lambasted for the perceived discrepancies between the three roles.

When the idea of a star system emerged, it had been opposed by the businessmen forming
the industry, for numerous reasons.?’! Both Edison and the new Independents resisted billing for
actors in the early days. The star system was the opposite of a good Fordist business practice. As
Mark Garrett Cooper has explained of Universal’s driving concept, everything should be modeled on
business efficiency. Directors were chosen from daily or hourly call sheets as to who was available,
not style, genre, or expertise. In terms of actors, Universal’s philosophy was the same: a role should
be filled by whomever was available, as the central (or only) consideration. To the studio apparatus, it
should make no difference if an actress played a lead role in one film and a maid in the next.?"?

In Gene Gauntier’'s 1929 “Blazing the Trail”, a retrospective article of her star days in the
1910s, she described her time with the Kalem Company. Even though she and her company had
made the businessmen at the top of the corporate structure millionaires:

[nJow we learned among other disconcerting facts that From the Manger to the Cross
was to be distributed without our names. The Kalem Company alone would profit by
our work. No credit to the players would be given on film or in publicity.?”3

The only thing that saved the early performers of this era from not receiving any recognition at all or
making minimum wages was the public. Charisma was something ephemeral, something that resisted
capitalism and the wishes of management. Even in the years of Edison’s Trust, it was unavoidable to
accept that some names brought in more people than others. Little by little, both the Trust and the
Independents stopped resisting star billing- to a limited degree.?’*

One could say that Adolph Zukor broke the stalemate and turned the tide towards stardom for
good in his relationship with Mary Pickford. Zukor was an outlier as a studio boss-- he was
gentlemanly and cultured, and kept New York facilities much longer than the other studios. For him,
New York would remain the centre of arts, culture, and theatre, and he enjoyed collaborating with
writers and theatrical people on films. As Neal Gabler explained, “[tjJo Zukor, with his acute sensitivity
to caste, California would always be somewhat abject, a ‘factory”. 2’5 Zukor also famously treated
Pickford with respect, such that they had an excellent, almost familial relationship. Not only did Zukor
not resist the star system out of greed or rigidity like some of the other producers, he actually
welcomed it, and for class reasons. Zukor thought that the star system would be the defining factor in

reaching his goal of getting the “slum tradition” out of films.2”® Zukor had recruited Pickford and her
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mother by predicting that the star system of film would surpass that of theatre, where Pickford was
then a working actress.

Carl Laemmle had been the first to demonstrate that immigrant founders’ conceptions of what
the new film industry should and could be would, in turn, be informed by the working-class immigrant’s
understanding of class. The nickelodeons, in which almost every future studio founder had started out
in ownership, had a simply seedy reputation. They were associated with the poor health of the slums,
supposedly filled with bad air, fire hazards, and immigrant children truant from school. As David
Thomson has remarked, “[t]he old terms of abuse- ‘the bug hutch’, ‘the fleapit’- denoted how much of
a class war hung over movies”.?’” Wanting to get away from both Edison’s technological novelties and
the low reputation of the nickelodeon, as well as to bring in prestige audiences for the first time,
Laemmle in 1909 produced Hiawatha, based on a Longfellow poem and in an attempt at highbrow
fare. Laemmle explained, “[y]ou can bet it's classy, or | wouldn’t make it my first release”.?’8 A
Paramount ad from December 10, 1915 printed in the Denver Post asserted to the public that
“Paramount Pictures are shown by the better class theatres throughout the country”.?”®

Zukor had continued on in this “classing up” tradition, as Paramount began filming
Shakespeare and Bible stories for “the public good”. The idea was cemented in both the
contemporary day and in film history that Hollywood movies gave civics lessons, that they “taught
audiences, especially newly arrived immigrants, what it meant to dress, to think, and to act like a
member of a particular class”.?®° This was all part of what Miriam Bratu Hansen has called
Hollywood’s democratising mythologising of itself as putting Americanness on screen.?8! This strategy
and relationship would definitely be part of the time and activities Barry King had in mind when he
wrote in Taking Fame to Market (2014) that “[i]n the period from 1910 to the early 1920s, the film
business underwent a process of embourgeoisement, adding an aura of ‘class”™ .22

Zukor may have been acutely sensitive to class issues in comparison with his filmic peers, but
the hard-nosed realities of finances and exploitation were at the true centre of the industry. Early in
the film days, Pickford’s mother overheard two executives on the lot having a conversation about
block booking: that “as long as we have Mary on the program, we can wrap everything around her
neck”.?®3 That was when she realised her daughter’s power and told her to be tougher in negotiating--
that in fact the whole new system was resting upon her.?®* As a result, in 1916 Pickford’s negotiated

contract included not only a 10,000 dollar a week salary, but 300,000 dollar signing bonus, a
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staggering 50% of the profits of her films, and the creation of her own production company.?8® By age
24, she was making a million dollars a year. | would argue that the primary reasons for Pickford’s
unprecedented financial success, as well as her eventual revolutionary role as producer and executive
as a founder of United Artists, was her playing hardball with the male Hollywood establishment and
absolute insistence on being paid commensurate to success and profits.

At the same time founders were trying to add the fagade of upper-class life to filmic culture to
sell tickets, some of the performers were dealing in real class and labour issues. Pickford, for one,
demonstrated numerous examples of solidarity with the working class and even with progressive,
leftist labour politics. She spearheaded the founding of the Motion Picture Home for actors in need
with money that had been raised for the war effort and became surplus. After her initiative, 200,000
dollars more were raised amongst others in Hollywood, and eventually a campaign was enacted for
employees to donate one half of one percent of their salary to the Home.?®¢ This was both a major
initiative and quite a massive success for a single star actress-- especially considering that the Home
still exists today.

Even more radically, Pickford and her husband and friends (Douglas Fairbanks, Charlie
Chaplin, and Edwin S. Porter) founded United Artists in 1919. The four superstars took a decidedly
capitalist-critical view towards Hollywood’s ongoing formation. With UA, the creative producers were
able to do an end run around the power of the capitalist financiers. Pickford and Chaplin were both
from equally poor show people backgrounds and desperate to hold on to their money. Tino Balio has
in fact called them "the first among their ranks to perceive the economic implications of stardom".2’
As the businessmen were standardising the business, performers like Pickford and Chaplin viewed
such capitalist ascendance as a plot against the artists. They subsequently felt that they had no
choice but to act to protect their interests. The danger they posed to the Fordist masculinist-capitalist
system was encapsulated in the famous 1919 quote by panicked studio executives upon the official
opening of their company: “[tjhe asylum is now in the hands of the maniacs”.?%¢ While the founders of
UA weren’t able to change Hollywood'’s direction back to its bohemian experimental days, it was a
watershed moment that can be instructive in directing a post-Time’s Up politique of the present. We
can read the founding of United Artists as a rare win for a leftist collective of its day, controlled by
employees and with roots in working-class and feminist advocacy.

Other women stars of the 1920s then followed Pickford’s path of exploitation-defying financial
autonomy and self-directed production companies. Patsy Ruth Miller recalled watching her mentor

Nazimova up close in the business in the 1920s, as one of the first stars to put her own money into
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production.?® Gloria Swanson, too, was a businesswoman. She bought screenplays and ultimately
opted out of a million-dollar contract with Paramount in favour of more freedom with UA. Swanson
described a battle with the MPPDA over the adaptation of Rain, of which she was not only to be star
but producer, in decidedly feminist terms. When the MPDDA insisted on communicating with her male
co-producers, an angry Swanson declared:
“I'm going to reply to them,” | said, “even if they didn’t have the courtesy to address
their protest to me.” The two of them [Schenck and Walsh] sat mute because they
could tell from the tone of my voice that | was furious. “I'm producing this picture,” |
continued. “| talked Will Hays into saying it was all right. | paid sixty thousand dollars for
the rights. So why are they sending their telegrams and letters to you, Mr. Schenck? I'll
tell you why. Because I’'m a woman. They refuse to recognize me as a producer. They
expect you to handle me like a silly, temperamental star. Well, I'm not going to let them
get away with it!"2%
What we see from this anecdote is a system that inherently could not relate to women as either equals
or even lesser peers in its business practices, no matter how wealthy, well-known, or successful they
were.

Colleen Moore was another star of the era who managed to take control of her own finances,
and also to write some remarkably astute things about the gendered nature of capitalism to boot. Part
of Moore’s reputation as star was for her wealth and her dexterity with its management. She played
up both in her memoir Silent Star (1968) and her financial self-help book How Women Can Make
Money in the Stock Market (1969). Over the course of forty years, Moore had two husbands who
were stockbrokers. She began to learn about finances when one husband scolded her for not being
able to invest her own money, and gave her a personal finance course. In the book, Moore explicitly
explained that her impetus in writing the latter book was that she wanted to guide women into this
world of men. Its tone was a direct address to women readers: | am ordinary like you, | could learn
about finances and so can you.

In her stock market advice book, Moore made a point that would square well with feminist
materialists today. She argued that men of means, who have always had their affairs managed by
female secretaries, have perpetually told women that they don’t understand business-- yet somehow it
has been women who have been managing the home for centuries.?' Moore’s point anticipated many
of the arguments made by feminist economists and philosophers of economy like Silvia Federici in the
1990s and 2000s.2°2 In her self-help book, Moore used metaphor and examples from “women’s

spaces” like the supermarket.?®® In both books she employed anecdote and humour, including long
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examples and digressions about life and work in the film industry. From the positions of both personal
reflection and of economics, she alluded to how women had always been very much a part of the
filmic economy. Connecting her understanding of the place of women in the Hollywood economy with
the potential for all women to learn about finance, Moore also revealed a savvy understanding of
herself as an economic entity. Pickford, Moore, and Swanson might be among the 1920s stars who
could be grouped as actualised class actors. All three were notable for taking control of their finances
and avoiding exploitation.

Perhaps no actress from the 1920s was more self-conscious regarding these issues than
Louise Brooks. Her career trajectory moved from that of an actress under control of the Hollywood
capitalist system, to that of an intelligent and independent woman who rebelled against and
denounced that system. In these hybrid roles, Brooks can be well described (alongside other
important primary source actresses in this project) with Michel-Rolph Trouillot’'s concept of the “doubly
historical” person. Referring to the person who both lives a historical moment, and then goes on to
write about and narrate it, Trouillot's concept has been specifically taken up by Jane Gaines to the
same purposes as mine here-- to describe “that strange discursive position” in which the “actor
becomes his or her own historian, so to speak”.?® Brooks lived and died most of her post-Hollywood
life in poverty, but she was nevertheless an extremely powerful example of a post-Hollywood class-
conscious actor.

Brooks was also a consistent and fascinating documenter of the moments of class shift and
cultural milieu of early Hollywood, especially along the lines of Veblen’s parvenu aristocracy. She is a
perfect figure of East Coast to West Coast migration and the showgirl to Hollywood archetype, all the
while uniquely and completely aware of the education and class hierarchies at play. Going back to the
western informality in manners and dress mentioned earlier in other first-person accounts, Brooks
explained in her iconic 1982 memoir Lulu in Hollywood, “[w]hen | went to Hollywood in 1927, the girls
were wearing lumpy sweaters and skirts. | was wearing sleek suits and half naked beaded gowns and
piles and piles of furs".2%®

Brooks quickly found southern California déclassé and not just in terms of sartorial style, but
for its lack of culture and education. As she explained to Jan Wahl as published in Dear Stinkpot:
Letters from Louise Brooks Or, My Education with Lulu (2010), “you know then in 1925 when | went
into pictures, | took it for granted that everybody read Proust and heard ‘The Ring’”.2%® Again
elsewhere she recalled that upon arrival in Hollywood, “I found myself looked upon as a literary

wonder because | read books”.2%"

2% Gaines, Pink-Slipped 66.

2% | ouise Brooks, Lulu in Hollywood (New York, Knopf, 1982).

2% Jan Wahl and Louise Brooks. Dear Stinkpot: Letters from Louise Brooks Or, My Education with Lulu. (Albany,
GA, BearManor Media, 2010) 161.

297 Brooks, Lulu in Hollywood.

124



Finding Hollywood to be a dreadfully stupid and anti-intellectual place, Brooks took on a
deliberate strategy not just of subversive and wild rebellion in behaviour, but something quieter, wiser,
and foreshadowing of her later life. Essentialist critics have tended to focus on her beauty, mystique,
and rebelliousness, as a greater part of obsession with the sexiness of the Lulu persona. In real time
in her own life, however, Brooks began to redirect in terms of Hollywood from being looked at to doing
the looking, by way of observing and writing. This meant she became an ideal primary source to write
on not only the destructive nature of Hollywood for women as she experienced it, but in observing
some of her peers like Bow. As Amelie Hastie put it in her important chapter on Brooks (“Louise
Brooks: Expert Witness”) in Cupboards of Curiosity (2007):

More important, while Brooks was fascinated by the demise of various actors of her
era, especially of the culpability of Hollywood culture in this demise, she was also quite
interested in how star images and personas were produced in the first place.?®®

For example, Brooks observed that “[i]t was Lillian Gish who most painfully imposed her picture
knowledge and business acumen upon the producers”, saying that it left Gish “marked for
destruction”.2°

Other women presented in this thesis as first-person reporters recalled similar treatment as
Brooks, Fontaine, or other educated actresses had. Anyone in Hollywood who acquired any reputation
for being “intellectual” was considered eccentric at best and suspect at worst; in women,
intellectualism was even more suspiciously regarded. Many of the women in their later-life accounts
remarked upon the strain of being thinkers while working for men who hated reading and culture.
Frederica Sagor Maas recalled Schulberg, with whom she had initially bonded as a fellow misplaced
university graduate in Hollywood, asking her, “why did you ever come here to this godless, bookless
place?”3%° Patsy Ruth Miller recalled being brought to the Algonquin Round Table in New York on a
trip East by the playwright Marc Connelly and listening silently. “I think Marc enjoyed presenting me as
an oddity: a movie actress who not only could read, but had read”.®*" This was not a brief
phenomenon of the 1920s, but a lasting feature.

In terms of viewing silent era actresses through the dual lenses of working-class status and the

traumatised position, no 1920s actress is more relevant than Clara Bow.3%? Pickford may have been
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the refined self-made millionaire and feminist of the 1910s into the early 1920s, but her appeal and fan
base lasted over decades. The ur-star at the heart of the Roaring Twenties was Bow-- uneducated,
extremely working-class, even lower-class in mannerism and affect, but possessing of a style and
aesthetic that resonated with the moment. Bow was the first sex kitten, made by and for the studio
men, always destined to be discarded when they deemed styles to have changed. As Maas viewed
her, “[s]he was such a child- love-starved and over-sexed. Everybody took advantage of her as she
climbed to stardom”.3% Brooks in her later-life writer incarnation wrote sympathetically about Bow in
terms of her tenuous star status and its relationship to her lifelong mental health struggles:

...as soon as Schulberg lost interest in her, that of course was when she began to slip

inside her own head. Because Clara really didn’t exist. She didn’t exist off the screen.

She manufactured this whole person.3%

In American Beauty, Lois Banner detailed that in feminine style archetypes, the Jazz Baby
flapper of the 1920s was the polar opposite of the turn-of-the-century Gibson Girl, who was “tall,
athletic, patrician”.3®> Bow was the international face of this modern and new American type. The most
notable thing about this class shift was that Bow was truly of the fan magazine reading class of girls,
almost like one who rose up to become their queen. She had, after all, arrived in Hollywood, with no
education, after winning a beauty pageant. She had also emerged from a very troubled family
dynamic. As Brownlow’s documentary explained, “Clara Bow came from the same background as
most of her fans, and they could easily identify with her, and the way she behaved”.?% Bow indeed
came from extreme poverty, indeed slum life, in Brooklyn, with mental iliness, neglect, and abuse in
her immediate family. There was no creating of a publicity package that pretended at a secret
aristocratic lineage for this particular actress. Yet the more real she seemed, the more the public
adored her-- for a time. When one returns as a modern viewer to a performance by Bow such as the
one in The Saturday Night Kid (1929), in which she speaks lines in street vernacular like “All my life |
never had nothin™,*%" there is an experience of them ringing true, a combination of poignancy, pathos,
and conflation/slippage.

Moreover, Bow was an extreme marker of class tensions within the Hollywood community
itself. In the tenuous community of parvenu aristocrat capitalists and doubled parvenu aristocrat stars,
no one wanted to be around her. Brooks wrote in her later-life analysis of Bow that Bow wasn’t
socially acceptable, and she knew it.3®® One can speculate that in her accent and manners, she
reminded many in Hollywood too much of the Brooklyn from whence many of them had also escaped.

These producers and “geniuses”, men, had started over as a cadre of super rich on a new coast,
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whereas Bow was a particular reminder of their miserable, East Coast upbringings. Arriviste
Hollywood spread rumours of her having orgies with the USC football team, of her possible diseases,
and of her spending all her time gambling with her servants. Bow’s fractured position within Hollywood
was even incorporated into her image in the fan magazines, as in the 1929 Photoplay article “Empty-
Hearted”™:

They yell at me to be dignified. But what are the dignified people like? The people who
are held up as examples for me? They are snobs. Frightful snobs ... I'm a curiosity in
Hollywood. I'm a big freak, because I'm myself!"3%°

Frederica Sagor Maas, who usually wrote quite sensitively, did not have kind words for Bow-- and she
had been the screenwriter who helped make her a star with The Plastic Age (1925). The lvy League-
educated Maas gave her impression of Bow in some words quite revelatory of the class tensions
surrounding the actress:

| was not terribly impressed with Clara Bow. She was just a stupid little girl who was
fortunate enough to be picked out... She was brought up on doing anything she
needed to do to get ahead, and that was her excitement, | guess... She was no
actress.3"°

Another actress who went on to be a decades-long icon and is generally more associated with
the 1930s and 1940s fits here as a fascinating classed subject of the 1920s all the same-- Joan
Crawford. Crawford’s backstory, like Bow’s, was one of lower-class trauma. She ended up in
Hollywood from the chorus in New York like Brooks and Myrna Loy, but had begun life poor in Texas
as Lucille LeSueur.

Crawford was honest about her lower-class roots and ignorance of good manners and clothing
as a newcomer to the industry in her later-life memoir, A Portrait of Joan (1962). Crawford
remembered the first time she reported to a theatrical agency:

The outer office was filled with pretty girls, all slim, chic, the most beautiful and
attractively dressed girls I'd ever seen. And here | was in a cheap blue suit too tight at
the seams, service-weight hose, a hole in my glove.®'

Crawford told the anecdote of bursting into the theatrical agent’s office and beginning to cry,
confessing that she had less than two dollars, and swearing she couldn’t possibly go home. The
agents asked her when she had eaten last. Crawford recreated that real-life experience in 1933’s
Dancing Lady (whereupon one critic said it was overdone and rang false).3'2 Through these years,

Crawford was a glorified bit player desperate to move up the ranks. She danced on a broken ankle in
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one scene so as not to be fired, and she contracted tonsillitis from “so much time posing in bathing
suits on the windy back lot.”"?

In fact Crawford remains one of the earliest and most famous of the working-class superstars.
She came from a troubled family background that had moved all around the American Southwest. Her
childhood was marked by living in back rooms and already going to work. Eventually she began
serving as a work-study student at a boarding school, which made her an outcast. As Crawford
remembered in her autobiography A Portrait of Joan (1962), “[c]hildren can be cruel. They are
certainly aware of class distinctions. The minute | started serving them at table it was a step down into
the menial class”.®'* At some of her schools, she was so busy keeping house like a teenage
indentured servant that she barely had time to actually attend classes with her peers. By the time
Crawford got to college and was still a work-study student, such snobberies continued. She had a
classmate who suggested she rush her sorority: “but her sorority sisters, like most girls, wouldn’t
accept a ‘waitress™ .3

First-person accounts remembering meeting Crawford in this period are honest to the point of
scathing on the subject of class. Maas, as usual, was vivid and revealing as a writer (and not at all
concerned with being diplomatic in writing her memoir at 101). More to the point, the anecdote she
shared about the early Crawford doesn’t just paint a picture of what she perceived the young actress
to be: according to Maas, “a gum-chewing tart from New York”.3'® It is one that is immensely revealing
about the highly classed construction of the star as an entirely new person, the illusion of glamour and
lies that it entailed, and what a woman had to do to even get a little bit ahead in Hollywood. Maas
described a woman she did not like or admire at all, but who finally earned her rather awed respect in
becoming a star through sheer herculean effort-- changing every single thing about her speech, body,
dress, and manners.

Maas first met Crawford when she was asked to go along to the train station in a group of
studio folk to greet the new starlet. She continued:

This one had been discovered and signed by Harry Rapf, who had picked her out of
the chorus at the Winter Garden in New York... When the train pulled in, | couldn’t
believe what | saw. My first thought was that the name LeSueur (pronounced ‘sewer’)
was certainly applicable. She was a gum-chewing dame, heavily made up, skirts up to
her belly button, wildly frizzed hair. An obvious strumpet. | was introduced. “You a
writer, huh?” She looked me over, grey eyes cold and calculating.3'”

In Maas’ description, one can almost start to see the transformative process happening on the part of

the old Lucille determined to become the new Joan— the differentiation of two separate entities. (The
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psychological doubling of the star as both affective mechanism and function of trauma is one that
comes up commonly in primary sources of actresses, and will be revisited again in later chapters.)
Maas continued on Crawford’s transformation:

A week later, she looked me up. “They’ve given me a new name,” she told me. “From
now on, I’'m gonna be Joan Crawford, see? Lucille LeSueur, I'm burying her. For good.
| was thinkin’ | oughta change-like and kinda live up to being Joan Crawford. Because
Joan Crawford is gonna be a Hollywood star- that's why she came out here.... You're a
writer, right?... | like the way you dress. You dress like a lady. | need that. | want to be
dressed right. Smart. | figured you could help.”*'®
The anecdote ends with Maas agreeing to take Crawford shopping, and then describing the
change in Crawford class and persona-wise forevermore. In Maas’ perception, she watched LeSueur
become the Joan Crawford construction:

Trying on the new clothes in the stores, the image in the mirror bespoke a new
personality... Her head was high, her carriage straight and tall. She had class, even if it
showed only in her wardrobe. She worked on the rest to suit her new clothes. She
studied French. She studied diction. She went to dancing school. She read good books
and used a dictionary. And she married men like Franchot Tone and Douglas
Fairbanks, Jr., who were educated and sophisticated and helped with the final

polish. By the time she had become a real star, Joan Crawford had almost become a
genuine lady, but not quite; her earlier leanings somehow always showed through.3'°

Interestingly, the fan magazine publicity construction of Crawford did not obscure
her lower-class origins, but rather remained obsessed with them and her quest to “better” herself.
Crawford’s publicity package included “[t]he story of how Joan worked as a slavey in a boarding
school” as “well-known”, for example.32° Crawford became something of a class cipher; mocked for
social climbing among some of the better-educated and the Hollywood “elites”, beloved by the fan
girls who saw her as one of them, moving up in the world through self-improvement (just like the
characters she portrayed). This “queen of the working girls” persona was dominant in the 1930s, and
thus will be revisited in Chapter Four.

After her (déclassé) arrival in Hollywood, Crawford was in a new life in a new region of the
country; yet many of the same class issues persisted for her. Whereas in other actress case studies
throughout this project, | theorise the “fifty bucks a week” contract starlets as cheated and heavily
exploited, Crawford described her first Hollywood salary at seventy-five dollars a week “a veritable
fortune” for herself and her family. This was true, if “[clompared with the twelve dollars a week I'd
earned behind the notions counter at Kline’s Department Store in Kansas City, compared with the

thirty-five a week dancing in a Schubert chorus line and doubling in a nightclub”.3?' The sense of being
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an outsider and not fitting in in Hollywood, just as she had not in schools, comes through in Crawford’s
memoir, even written as it was when she was in her fifties. She wrote of her perception that all the
other young starlets had either rich boyfriends or good mothers and good educations, while she was
all alone. She described this state affairs as a huge part of her drive to succeed; unlike the rest of
them, she wrote, “I had nothing to go back to”.3%

As David Thomson asserted, “in the class system that obtained at the studio... Joan
Crawford... [was] from the wrong side of the tracks”.*>?® The fan magazines loved to suggest that Mary
Pickford and Fairbanks, Sr. disapproved of Crawford’s marriage to Hollywood’s “crown prince”
Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., making the public love the very classed Hollywood Cinderella story of the
Charleston Queen all the more. Unusually for some stars, Crawford’s publicity addressed all this
head-on, often in her own voice, as she continued to do in her memoirs:

... there were those who said | had married Douglas because | was trying to make it
from chorus girl to lady... What did the hotcha girl think, some writers asked, that she
was cultured?... In my Charleston days I'd been called the hey-hey girl. Now that | read
serious literature | was called high-hat. When | fraternized with electricians on the set,
they said | was posing, when | cultivated celebrities, a snob...

In my scheme of things, being a lady has never seemed as important as being a
woman. What / mean by lady has nothing to do with which rung she stands on the
social ladder. Lady indicates a woman of innate breeding. She’s read and absorbed
what she’s read, she’s cognizant of other people, she’s kind to people regardless of
situations or circumstances...3*

Finally, at the end of the decade, a confluence of technological and sociocultural change
shook up the system in a way that is well-known to not only film historians but to the general public:
the arrival of sound and the end of the silent era. | would here briefly like to rehash that well-worn tale
from a new perspective— from that of labour and class, but also, specifically as to what the silent to
sound cataclysm did to women and their careers. In other words, how was the emergence of sound
circa 1929 both classed and gendered?

It is a commonplace of film history that many people from the silent era, including its most well-
known stars and “genius” directors, have rhapsodised about the pre-sound era as a moment of
universal language: the perfect filmic art. Not only did they not see sound as a superior technology,
they actually characterised it as an inferior one that shunted film into national categories and disrupted
true feeling with banal dialogue. But from a perspective of class and social theory, the shift to sound
was a death of a heterotopia of a sort, too. Voices and accents reclassed film to a major degree.
Without voices and accents, who could tell who Clara Bow or Valentino really were? Who could tell
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that Theda Bara was not a Middle Eastern femme fatale for the ages, but a middle-class Jewish girl
from Cleveland, the daughter of a tailor?

Now with sound, everything in depended upon the retraining of a class-marked or accented
voice to one of higher-class status. Without this, becoming a star was a non-starter. Women’s voices
in particular needed to be reshaped, regulated, and classed. Studies have shown that in misogynistic
cultures, women'’s voices are often perceived as loud or grating.3?® Thus a filmic moment of a beautiful
woman being “unmasked” to have an ugly, lowbrow voice has been repeatedly played for comedy in
Hollywood, but also for class anxiety in the genre of Hollywood’s deconstruction of itself-- from the
famous Lina Lamont as played by Jean Hagen in Singin’ in the Rain (1952) up to the more recent
Scarlett Johansson as DeeAnna Moran in Hail, Caesar! (2016).3%® One could even go so far as to say
that sound was one of the facilitators of class in Hollywood. At times it was even also used as a tool of
male corporate control, as when the studio heads and executives used the moment of sound to get rid
of those they perceived as troublemakers.

Bow is a particularly strong example of the meeting of class and sound as the silent era was
forced to a close. Her exuberance in silent film had overshadowed her lower-class status, but around
1929 it was clear that her Brooklyn accent would become a major liability. Bow confided to Louise
Brooks how badly she felt Schulberg was treating her in making her feel horrible about her accent. On
one occasion he sent Broadway turned Hollywood star Ruth Chatterton to Bow’s house to teach her
how to speak properly; Bow was so embarrassed that she ran out the back door.3?” This fit in with a
cultural moment in which Broadway and Shakespearean actors showed up to Los Angeles en masse
to open up voice schools and teach the “poor little actors”,*?® in the words of Colleen Moore, how to
talk.

Fan magazine discourse was open about the problems in Hollywood at the time, turning the
techno-cultural shift into a moment of suspense. They described “mike panic’- the fear running
through the Hollywood acting profession that one wouldn’t make the cut and would lose their career in
the new sound period. In Photoplay, Harry Lang characterised “Terrible Mike” as a malevolent genie
causing “hell in movieland”.3?° In Brownlow’s Hollywood, the Variety cover that simply read “Panic”

and another cover that read “The Microphone- The Terror of the Studios” flash across the screen .33
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Mike was coded as a man in these pieces, and the battle to keep one’s career a personal struggle--
would Terrible Mike, masculine critic and star-maker, like the actress’ voice? Or not?33’

Bow was one performer who in particular was singled out for “mic fright”, as Kelly Kirshtner
has written, because she was already considered unstable and unreliable.3*? But in a new
interpretation and in the labour studies vein of this project-- perhaps the performers were scared
because the new technology created more dangerous working conditions, and also more difficult
ones? There was possibility of electric shock. The lights were now hotter, and actors’ clothes needed
to be changed every hour. Camerawork was by necessity clumsier. Sets had to be absolutely silent,
so there could be no encouragement from the director in emoting, as had previously been standard.
Numerous first-person accounts of actors from the silent era discussed missing the beautiful mood
music of the chamber orchestra in the silent days that had helped them to perform.3* Everything in
these changes was geared towards the technology, away from either optimal performance or even
basic bodily safety of the actors.

But beyond just another change in technology in a technology-anchored industry, the move to
sound became indicative of many of the worst of the values and business practices of the men
running the system-- from monopoly capitalism and double-crossing to vulgarity and putative
punishment. Brownlow noted that “[t]he leading producers agreed that for one year, none would adopt
sound unless all did”.>* All abided by this except for William Fox, who didn’t care about any
agreements and began equipping his theatres. The move to sound also reflected the overall lack of
culture or tradition in the business and the inherent comfort with obsolescence of all kinds as capitalist
money-making tool. As Robert Farmer wrote in a 2010 article about Louise Brooks:

From the moment sound arrived, it was commercially useful to dispel the magic of the
silent film; they were derided in print and on the screen as ludicrous, technically inept
and badly acted. Something merely to be laughed at.3%

This is how the silent era became stupid, backward, and simian in popular imagination and in some
film histories for decades, until it was revisited with proper scholarship and spectatorship as its own
art.

Brooks echoed this connection between sound, vulgarity, power, and capitalism in her later-life
writings in one of her most scathing critiques of the studio founders. In fact, Brooks felt that the
producers, directors, and writers were the ones who couldn’t handle the transition to sound, panicked

and blamed the actors, and solidified a new narrative of Hollywood history in which they were,
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naturally, correct.®*® She identified a system capitalist, dehumanised, and misogynistic to the core, in
which people (but most especially women) were thrown away as disposable, and there were constant
attempts to cut actors’ salaries for no real reason other than greed. Without ever mentioning the work
of Powdermaker, Brooks had precisely outlined her totalitarian system.

To conclude, in terms of the set-up of this system and how it created gendered class striations,
a final, particular economic force frequently worked hand in hand with masculinist abuses from the
financial to the sexual: supply and demand. In the case of this supply chain the product was not
inanimate but, rather, women. In short, the men of early Hollywood managed to create an ingeniously
diabolical capitalist structure of precarity and obsolescence; one that functioned to successfully stymy
almost all attempts at either gender or labour solidarity. As with the pre-cinematic case study
examples at the beginning of this chapter but put into hyperdrive with modernity, its unofficial slogan
might have been, “if you won'’t do it, there’s a hundred behind you who will’—whatever “it” was. Men
had been making money off of women working in performance through the manipulation of supply and
demand long before the Hollywood system. As Tracy Davis wrote in Actresses as Working Women:
Their Social Identity in Victorian Culture (1991):

In the 1860s, Clara Morris noted that advertisements for the ballet generated three
applications whenever twenty were required, yet at the end of the century such
advertisements inspired more responses than could be processed, and up to 200
actresses would apply for one minor partin a new drama. By the end of the century,
actresses were chronically over supplied.3*’
This phenomenon exacerbated exponentially in the new film industry. As Steven Ross has posited on
young Hollywood (in an ungendered context), “[s]trike action was doomed to failure simply because
for every extra refusing to work, there were many more happy for the chance of employment”.3%
Adding sex, body work, and personal boundaries of women into this mix made it something else
again, and far more insidious.

It seems this gendered and embodied application of the concept of supply and demand can be
applied as one of the central fulcrums of the abuses of the whole system. | would offer an anecdote by
Mary Pickford in Sunshine and Shadow as what might be considered the industrial abuse origin story
for women in Hollywood. The fact that she chose to share it is also telling as to the shifts of the
business even at such an early stage. As early as 1912, the actresses of the Biograph company
staged a de facto strike in solidarity with one another that they would not take parts where Griffith
forced them to display bare legs and feet. Griffith produced yet such another demand, and the
actresses kept to their principles. In retaliation, he gave the part in question, and another great one, to

a “newcomer” (read: a shopgirl), Mae Marsh- who was willing to do what the others weren’t. Pickford
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continued:
Everybody was thunderstruck. Only a short while before Miss Marsh had given up a job
at the lining counter of Bullock’s Department Store and had come without any previous
training in the theater to Biograph.3*
This is a striking example of female solidarity broken by the male in power’s sexual exploitation and
manipulation. And this is how men defeated women in the Hollywood system for a century, full stop. If
one-- or many-- would not sexualise themselves, the men in charge would simply find a woman who
would. And what’s more, that woman would do what the actresses wouldn’t because she would likely
be not just younger, more untrained, and amateur, but more working-class and thus more precarious
or desperate than those already working in performance.

Pickford’s reaction to these events demonstrated a familiar ambivalence about choosing to
stay or go in terms of a Hollywood career. The same ambivalence-- uncertainty as to how to
negotiate, combat, or acquiesce, and when-- can be found in first-person accounts of Hollywood
women for decades and up to the present. The anecdote also revealed another dilemma: whether
women in Hollywood would choose to help one another or to see one another as enemies. After all,
Marsh, in terms of the female body economy of early film, can be read as something of a scab in this
scenario. Her choice to break the solidarity of the women’s group destroyed their collective bargaining
power. But Pickford also conceded that in the end, Marsh gave a beautiful performance, and all the
women congratulated her. Pickford recalled in her memoir that she had declared at the time that if a
clerk or a trained actress could do the same thing as a trained theatre star in films and it made no
difference, she wished to return to the theatre.?* Yet she never did. She stayed in Hollywood film and
became the biggest star in the history of cinema, indeed the highest-paid woman ever when adjusted
for inflation. So there was no satisfactory conclusion to this story; only the eerie sense that this, in the
1910s, already got very close to the heart of the whole matter. The next chapter of this project will
move away from the women workers of the system to a psychosocial look at the men who created it. It
will connect their values and personas to their business practices, to help determine how some of the
pernicious Hollywood abuses cemented in the high studio era and are still extant, needing to finally be

toppled, even today and post-MeToo.
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Chapter 3:
The Power and the Glory: The Consolidation of Masculinist Capitalism in the Hollywood Studio
System

Louis B. Mayer and guests in office, April 1920

@ Wikimedia Commons, Public Domain, Creator Michael Dean.

Women today might be able to support themselves, and to earn big salaries and hold high positions.
But they are paid by men, and given positions by men, and it is to men that they have to look for



everything just as it has always been men who owned and run the world! It’s said that this is a
“‘woman’s town” but it isn’t! Men own the picture business, men produce the pictures, give our
contracts [sic]. Itis a man who hires the biggest woman star and a man who directs her work.

-Star Miriam Hopkins, Motion Picture magazine interview, 1937’

This thesis is large-scale attempt to set up a theory of the actress in the history of Hollywood in
relation to class. To this effect, Chapter One explored the paradox of class in American history and
culture overall, revealing how the U.S.’ unique proclivities in migratory and corporate cultures set up
the conditions that allowed the Hollywood system to develop as it did. Chapter Two focused on the
socioeconomic dimension of the early filmic milieu, demonstrating the rise of class-related confusions,
conflicts, and contradictions of new Hollywood in the 1920s. These realities were complicated by their
connection to the parallel rise of gender-based discrimination in the young studio system. This chapter
will consider Hollywood’s male power elite class at the height of their powers in the 1930s: who there
were as individuals, how they were able to create the system they did, and what were its markers.

This chapter explores the continuation and solidification of the studio system in the 1930s,
stressing its male-centred abusive structure and management. The chapter illustrates how this system
was rooted in men’s class structures, rules, and values, as informed by some broader cultural models
and some specific to Hollywood. A central, though not exclusive, source for my analysis in this chapter
is Hortense Powdermaker’s anthropological study Hollywood: The Dream Factory (1950).
Powdermaker undertook her study through ethnographic observation during a residency in Los
Angeles from 1946-1947, during which she interviewed a wide representative sample of figures from
the Hollywood community. Her interview subjects included people at all levels of the system, from
studio heads, executives, and stars to working technicians and crew members.? Three chapters of the
work are dedicated to actors and acting. Powdermaker considers stars, contract players sociologically
in the hierarchy of the system, as yet another group that helps her to draw her ultimate conclusions
about the values and problematics of such a highly unique milieu.® One of her primary findings is that
Hollywood is a system filled with economic and power disparity, that allowed for rampant exploitation
and abuse.

Drawing on primary and secondary sources, this chapter will illustrate the ways in which the
studio system solidified into a male-hierarchical structure, ensuring the prerogatives and impunity of
top-level, male corporate executives. High finance capital, hierarchization of labour, and verticalisation
of industrial practices cemented power structures that made exploitation— especially by gender--

normative. In effect, these industrial practices amounted to an apparatus that enabled studio
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executive men to live consequence-free, in relation to their treatment of workers— and especially, to
their sexually abusive treatment of women workers. Male executives were offered repeated
opportunities to succeed or even to fail upward, while women were often banished for the slightest
infraction— talking back, asking for more money, refusing a role, not agreeing to sex with an
executive, aging past their later twenties. Indeed as | will contend specifically with regard to actresses,
gender abuses operated so as to set women up for permanent failure, both financially and personally,
and ultimately to “disappear” (to give up and leave) or to “be disappeared” (to be cast out of the
system).

As many scholars discussed in Chapter Two have already analysed, the success trajectories of
Hollywood’s male capitalist class actually marked the end of women’s participation in key
administrative and creative positions. The 1920s was indeed a key decade to examine in the history of
Hollywood in terms of a system that seemed to begin with a chance at wild prosperity for all.
“Overnight” Hollywood fortunes seemed to prove that new money was to be had for the taking, and
that Hollywood’s “elites”— even women-- were destined for the good life. Yet as upcoming sections
will demonstrate, flashy luxury items could be and often were fleeting; they are not where the real
centres of power within the system are to be found at all.

Instead, an American film industry based on male-run management and financing realities of
power and success clearly demonstrated the closing of Hollywood’s gender-egalitarian moment of the
1910s in favour of masculinist corporatism.* The revisionist history of Hollywood of this period helps
also suggests that any assumption of women’s stardom as equivalent to women’s success or power
would be false. Women directors were grounded, women’s fortunes were spent and squandered on
the required accoutrements of stardom, and all of this inequality was obscured behind the dual
cudgels of glamour and publicity.

More specifically and as Chapter One demonstrated, corporate mechanisms of economic
organisation based in Fordism, managerialism, and nepotism were formed in Hollywood towards the

end of the 1910s and solidified into the 1920s into a status quo.® With the Great Depression, the

4 Tino Balio, The American Film Industry (Madison, Wisconsin, 1976); Thomas Schatz, The Genius of the
System: Hollywood Filmmaking in the Studio Era (New York: Pantheon Books, 1988); Tino Balio, Grand Design:
Hollywood as a Modern Business Enterprise, 1930-1939 (New York, Scribner, 1993); Janet Staiger, “The Labor-
Force, Financing, and the Mode of Production”, in The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of
Production to 1960. (London, Routledge, 2003) Karen Ward Mahar, Women Filmmakers in Early Hollywood
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 2008); Mark Garrett Cooper, Universal Women: Filmmaking and Institutional Change
in Early Hollywood (Champaign, lllinois, 2010); Jennifer M. Bean, Flickers of Desire: Movie Stars of the 1910s
(New Brunswick, Rutgers); Hilary A. Hallett, Go West, Young Women!: The Rise of Early Hollywood. (Berkeley,
California, 2013); Alicia Malone, Backwards and in Heels: The Past, Present and Future of Women Working

in Films (Coral Gables, Mango, 2017); Jane Gaines, Pink-Slipped: What Happened to Women in the Silent Film
Industries? (Champaign, lllinois, 2018); Amber Tamblyn, Era of Ignition: Coming of Age in a Time of Rage and
Revolution (New York, Penguin Random House, 2019).

5 Steven Ross, Working Class Hollywood: Silent Film and the Shaping of Class in America. (Princeton, 1998);
Anthony Slide, Hollywood Unknowns: A History of Extras, Bit Players, and Stand-Ins. (Oxford, Mississippi,

138



Hollywood system was tested by real global and national crisis for the first time. It quickly became
clear that within Hollywood’s authoritarian tendencies, those that Powdermaker defined as totalitarian-
- despotic power structures, unfair practices and precarious labour conditions-- dominated. In this
context, the fear of the many of being banished at any time was juxtaposed with the power of the few
to erase people. It would be these practices, along with outright criminality, that would move to the
forefront in the face of the Depression’s potential for industrial, national, or global collapse. Historians
like Steven Ross, Anthony Slide, and Vincent Brook have done comprehensive studies using
qualitative data about Hollywood in the Depression. ® Anecdotally in Hollywood Babylon, Kenneth
Anger waxed poetic that the Depression “brought out the worst in the Bitch Goddess: stars struck out
at stars, directors inveighed against directors, front-office men trashed everyone in sight”.” Primary
source accounts explicate how many stars and executives, like millions of others around the US, were
completely wiped out in the stock market and left with nothing.® A business built on capricious ups and
downs, “the breaks”, palace intrigues, and power jockeying became that much more precarious.

A great deal of film and cultural historians have traditionally dealt with Hollywood of the 1930s
in terms of its output: distribution, exhibition, and cultural product. This could include anything from its
relationship to exported American cultural values to spectators and escapism in economic crisis.® |
instead wish to focus on 1930s Hollywood as to how its labour relations and culture were reinforced or
impacted by the events of the Depression, reinforcing the studio system as a culture built on cruelty
and the utilisation of banishment for actors and, particularly, for actresses.' Such a vantage point also
allows a multilayered look at the class politics of Depression-era Hollywood, gendering them in new
ways.

Once the Depression fully engulfed the U.S., a full three-quarters of the American population
was in poverty."" The crisis raised alarming questions as to the stability of the entire American system,
and gave the lie to numerous facets of American self-conceived identity-- from the Horatio Alger story

to the myth of American exceptionalism. As writer John Corbin queried contemporaneously in 1933,
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“[clan a nation call itself free if it finds itself periodically on the verge of bankruptcy and starvation in
the face of the fact that it possesses all the materials of the good life?”'?

As disposable income evaporated, theatre and performance were, naturally, some of the
hardest-hit sectors of the economy. In Goodness Had Nothing to Do With If (1959), Mae West recalled
the situation in New York, before she left for Hollywood-- hotels and theatres 70% empty, millions
owed in back rent, with no one having any money.' Tino Balio has explained that the Depression
really meant a wholesale collapse of many creative industries like the theatre.’ From highbrow
Broadway to vaudeville road tours and humble tent shows, any type of performance company was
likely reduced to poverty or closure. With capitalism on the verge of imminent collapse, some theatres
even took IOUs or groceries as barter from patrons in lieu of cash.'

For a good deal of time, Hollywood and Los Angeles fared relatively better than the rest of the
U.S. as the country sunk into ever more dire straits. With more than a little cynicism, the studios
deliberately rebranded themselves as an "essential industry” on the level of manufacture or munitions,
as well as one of the highest cultural import, in argument against paying higher taxes.® At first, they
continued on with record-breaking profits. In fact, Thomas Schatz has noted in The Genius of the
System (1988) that the studio heads boasted of themselves as a-- if not the-- Depression-proof
business, finding 1930 their most profitable year to date.'” Diana Serra Cary (Baby Peggy) spoke of
her father losing the entire family fortune, as well as the ranch he had constructed in Wyoming, both
built upon her childhood stardom. The family saw no choice but for Baby Peggy, a child, to return to
work in Los Angeles to support them. As Serra Cary recalled, “[t]he only place we could go back to
was Hollywood. It was the only place that was still functioning”.®

However, Hollywood proved not to be untouchable by the economic crisis after all, when the
55 million in profits generated in 1930 dried up to a shocking 6.5 million just one year later." The
stock value of the entire American film industry plummeted from one billion dollars in 1920s money to
under 200 million in just three years.?° Those who were still prospering and not starving like the
masses-- from old money families to new money elites-- lived in constant fear of populist revolt and
violence. There was real danger of social collapse and mass uprising, and those select few Americans

who remained wealthy were well aware of this fact. This included the new studio executives, who tried
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to draw as little attention to their vast wealth, ethnicity, and outsider status as possible. The executives
also promoted patriotism and boosterism extensively in their popular culture product of the period. As
Karen Sternheimer explained in Celebrity Culture and the American Dream (2011), “[i]t is probably not
an accident that the term ‘American Dream’ was coined in 1931 by historian James Truslow Adams
just as the Great Depression might have caused many to doubt whether it was really possible to make
itin America” 2!

It was in this climate that both institutional media and the Hollywood machine began to appeal
to ideals of community, civic responsibility, and common shared sacrifice. When first the East Coast
theatre and then the studios on the West Coast began to deal with the stark realities of the
Depression, they generally strategised to appeal to senses of patriotism and community. Much
excellent research has been done on the cultural output of both Broadway and Hollywood in this
period meant to forge national solidarity in the Depression. One might be reminded of the famous
“‘Remember My Forgotten Man” sequence in Gold Diggers of 1933 as an example of Hollywood'’s
Depression-era populism.?? Lucy Fischer’s analysis of these vectors of dance, women'’s bodies, and
national crisis is particularly incisive as to this aspect of the period.?®

While the studio heads tried to keep public attention off themselves as wealthy capitalists in
bad times, the Hays Office also assisted with similar smoothing of class tensions with what they
allowed to be seen on screen. Privately, moralist Catholic censors like Joseph Breen referred to the
studio executive class as “simply a rotten bunch of vile people with no respect for anything beyond the
making of money”.?* But Breen also saw his mission as upholding morality-- which in his mind also
integrally meant upholding American capitalism. This led to a contradictory response in which the
censors disliked the executive class (for whom they essentially worked), but yet did not allow films that
would denigrate them (or indeed, any captains of industry) in anti-capitalist terms. For example, Breen
rejected any negative portrayals of “capitalists” or criticism of “the profit system”; in cases where the
word might be used by a screenwriter as a pejorative, he would write back suggesting an apolitical
word like “lunatic” be employed instead.?® Breen and his cohort went so far as to openly reject stories
featuring corrupt police or politicians, or even plots “in which lawyers, or doctors, or bankers, are
indicated as a class”.?® In fact, the Production Code expressly forbade any specific business to be

criticised.?”

2! |bid. 19.

22 Gold Diggers of 1933. Dir. Mervyn LeRoy. Perf. Warren William, Joan Blondell, Aline MacMahon. 1933.
23 Lucy Fischer, "City of Women: Busby Berkeley, Architecture, and Urban Space." Cinema Journal 49.4
(2010): 111-30.

24 Balio, Grand Design 53.

% |bid. 37; 65.

% |bid. 68.

27 Goodman, The Fifty-Year Decline and Fall of Hollywood 421.

141



It bears noting that such “good will” psychological ops, combined with earnest and constant
propaganda through the mouthpiece of the fan magazines and publicity apparatus, succeeded. Martin
Levin, author of Hollywood and the Great Fan Magazines (1970) and child of Depression-era Los
Angeles, wrote in the forward to his compilation that looking back as an adult, he didn’t understand
why they hadn’t all gone down to the mansions of the stars and revolted or looted. After all, he and his
fellow Angelenos were starving. Levin’s conclusion was that the American Dream mythologies
surrounding the stars were so strong that they staved off chaos or any kind of revolutionary violence.
He identified the fan magazines of the day as the highly effective, defensive mouthpiece of the
industry.?

This was all the more impressive a feat for the humble fan magazines when one considers
their herculean task. As Richard de Cordova reminded in Picture Personalities (1990): paradoxically,
the stars had to be sold as “normal folks”, even in spite of their huge, excessive houses during a
period of such collective misery.?® At the same time, the glamour apparatus and the 1920s idealisation
of the fur coat and swimming pool star lifestyle somehow still required celebrating, because it was the
engine that drove the studios’ profits. In order to manage this balancing act (and cynically, to protect
themselves), the studios and their publicity apparatus began to push hard on the concept of patriotic
consumerism.®® In a remarkable twist of propaganda, the stars weren't class traitors, living in obscene
wealth while the country suffered. In fact and in keeping with the Depression billboard, “Spend Now
and Keep Business Alive!”, they were heroes for keeping the economy going. In this tack, stars’
original working-class backgrounds were prominently featured. Common backgrounds made their
wealth “democratic”, and the spectacle of consumption and leisure something worthy and aspirational.
One such representative article was entitled “How Stars Spend Their Fortunes”. In it author Jan Vantol
explained that stars were in fact circulating dollars back into the economy with their homes and
servants, paying high levels of taxes, and donating extensively to charity.®' The more references in a
fan magazine article to a star’s humble beginnings, or to how much they used their money to help
others, the more recognizable the text is as one employed to play defense for the industry.

Another part of the studio publicity strategy was to ignore labour issues, instead centring the
American film industry’s moral leadership and patriotism. To this end, William Fox was quoted
ennobling Hollywood as “a distinctly American institution” because “movies breathe the spirit in which
the country was founded, freedom and equality”.3? Within this schema, studio system workers, like

stars, were charismatic, civic-minded, and doing their part for the community. It was emphatically
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denied that stars or other Hollywood workers had any suspect anti-business, pro-labour activist views
associated with activists or “reds”. Thus under patriotic consumerist ideologies sold to the public, the
Depression was not a situation marked by systemic inequality and failure, but a series of personal and
individual problems. Amazingly, ads in fan magazines thrived on this “personal problem” approach.
More amazingly, the celebrity culture of glamour and luxury actually ramped up in this period as a
result.3

In fact and again, such approaches to deifying stars and luxury had everything to do with self-
preservation-- and not on the part of the stars themselves, who as we know from their own first-person
reportage in numerous primary sources had virtually no say in what the fan magazines attributed to
them. Rather, these strategies were formulated out of the offices of the corporate, studio executive
class, who had reason to fear many things-- the vengeful anger of the mob as the country suffered, or
antisemitic violence, but also redistribution of wealth, unionising, and even their own employees. As
right-wing Republicans nearly to a man, their championing of the American Dream and their putting
forth of their star employees as its manifestation were based in business calculations.®*

To this point, the rightward tilt of corporate, executive-level Hollywood really cannot be
understated, especially in understanding the relationship between management and workers
throughout the Depression. This paradox, in which Hollywood is perennially perceived as a leftist and
radically futurist “Hollyweird” because it employs creative workers, while its right-wing corporate class
and their actual aims are ignored, was explored in Chapter One. Such a disparity-- and triumph of the
obscuring of power ideologies-- became even more pronounced through the politics of the
Depression. Viewed through this realistic lens, Hollywood was a Republican town. Many of the
workers of the system might have voted Democratic, but those at the top with the money, and those
clamoring to be in their good graces, voted Republican. Louis B. Mayer was the chair of the California
Republican Party for a time, while gossip columnists like Hedda Hopper campaigned for Herbert
Hoover and viciously attacked and red-baited those with whom they disagreed politically.®® The
Warner brothers were the most progressive of the studio heads in that they had supported FDR for a
time, but they too eventually returned to right-wing Republican politics.*® As Neal Gabler explained in
An Empire of Their Own: How the Jews Invented Hollywood (1986) of the Hollywood founder class in
comparison with the majority of American Jews who had begun to move to the Democratic Party in

the 1920s, they “never realigned, and most felt little real affinity with the forgotten men of the
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Depression”.?” Gabler felt that, psychologically, they instead saw themselves more as compatriots to
the Hearsts and Morgans of the country.

In later discussion of Louis B. Mayer as a kind of totalitarian leader of the sort envisioned by
Powdermaker, his lifelong obsession with MGM as a “family” becomes relevant. In reality, according
to Richard Maltby, the studios were marked by “notoriously poor” labour relations. 3 Few workers
would have felt part of any family. In a Marxist reading either at the time or in the present day, studios
had accumulated all the wealth, while the workers had been shut out from the profits. Primary sources
reveal numerous instances of employer abuse of the employee class at the studios on the financial
level. In just one such example, screenwriter Frederika Sagor Maas recounted that she and her
husband realised they had lost 10,000 dollars in the October 1929 crash after William Fox had
“offered” (mandated) employees to invest at least twenty percent of their yearly salaries into Fox
stocks.® In another instance, journalist and industry chronicler Ezra Goodman shared a telling
anecdote about Jack Warner and Warner Brothers, in terms of the upper level of the studios versus its
working class, in The Fifty-Year Decline and Fall of Hollywood (1961):

...he was addressing a large gathering of studio workers, including laborers, grips, and
technicians, on one of the sound stages, exhorting them to greater efforts on behalf of
a Red Cross drive. Since most of the studio help had already made contributions and
taken salary cuts, Warner did not have any ready answer as to how they should go
about making further donations. Suddenly his face lit up. “You've just gotta do
something,” he told the assembled studio workers. “Tighten your belts even more than
you have. And, when you leave here, call your business managers immediately. They'll
help you find a way.”?

Far from talk of studios as families and puff pieces pushing patriotic consumerism, the
longstanding California reality (and one to which the studio heads had smoothly adapted) was a right-
wing anti-unionism steeped in intimidation and violence. As mentioned in Chapter One and well-
delineated by Vincent Brook, Steven Ross, and other historians, the American film industry and its
anti-union outlook had cleverly situated itself from the East in a city and region already well-
established in reactionary union suppression.*' As Gabler wrote of the culture of Southern California
in the early twentieth century, “[u]nion-busting was a way of life there”.*? As consensus had formed in

the 1920s as to what the new studio system might look like, Irving Thalberg at MGM had quipped,
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“[p]lumbers may need unions... but not artists”.#* Before unions took any sort of foothold or gained
any power, Mayer was famous for forcing people to work on Sundays. It wasn't illegal to do so at that
point, and so he did.

In their anti-worker and anti-union crusades, the studio founder class acted less like East
Coast outsiders in California and more like hardliners who fit in comfortably with the right-wing local
culture. Writer Carey McWilliams documented labour clashes of the period in Los Angeles-adjacent
Imperial County, ruled by wealthy, old-style ranchers, and the ominous climate found therein; upon
visiting, he remarked that “violence is what one somehow expects from the place”.* In 1936, John
Steinbeck, native Californian, prepared to write The Grapes of Wrath and commented that “[flascistic
methods are more numerous, more powerfully applied, and more openly practiced in California than
any other place in the United States”.*

As the Depression worsened over a period of years, the studio bosses dug in on their
conservative positions. Rather than banding together to bolster the working-class and poor of the
state in the crisis of the Depression, the prevailing right-wing studio philosophy of the entire 1930s
was simply re-entrenchment of already-calcified positions of greed combined with fear. In 1933, the
studios enacted a 50% pay cut upon most of their employees. Historians have posited that their
obduracy in refusing to meet their employees in the middle in such difficult times permanently
damaged industrial relations in Hollywood. As Gabler explained, “the measures ultimately and
irrevocably destroyed solidarity in Hollywood by demonstrating to the workers that they really had no
choice in the matter”.46

In taking such hardline positions, the studio heads had in fact brought about a backlash that
led to the founding of real unions, the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) and the Screenwriters Guild (SWG).
It was the studios’ own overreach that led workers to view the 1920s AMPAS union as little more than
an arm of the bosses themselves, and to seriously organise. In Grand Design, Tino Balio recounted a
1933 meeting famous in Hollywood labour history, in which Eddie Cantor as new president of SAG
derided the Academy (MPPDA) as fraudulent, sham representation, and the studios’ behaviours as
unconstitutional. 500 of the 800 actors there were said to have stood up and cheered his remarks, and
the majority (including stars like James Cagney, Miriam Hopkins, Frederic March, Jeanette McDonald,
and Paul Muni) signed on to his position.*#

Within this period and against the precarious backdrop of the Depression, a medium-warm war
began between the executive studio class and the system’s workers. Will Hays ran a campaign in

public that extolled labour relations in Hollywood as the best of any industry in the country. Behind the
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scenes, he and his army of spies were monitoring and retaliating against any actors with organising
tendencies. This behind-the-scenes war turned hot when the nascent SAG began to air the industry’s
dirty laundry in public, both in the press and in taking complaints all the way to the Roosevelt cabinet
and the National Recovery Administration. SAG filed a brief with the NRA that scathingly asserted that
“Hollywood’s code of ethics is the ‘lowest of all industries’; and that ‘every dishonest practice known to
an industry... has been resorted to by the producers against the actors™.*® A January 1935 Variety
piece showed the union taking even more of a scorched earth approach in their report to the NRA,
both reporting the salaries of the executives presently crying too poor to pay their employees, and
issuing the following absolutely excoriating remarks on why they had chosen to do so:

...not to show how much money executives make, but to give some idea of how ill it
becomes these gentlemen to protest that the industry cannot afford fair working
conditions for actors. It is even worse when we remember that most of the men who
now run the business and assert that actors’ working conditions cannot be bettered,
dragged the industry to the verge of bankruptcy, took their employees’ money for the
purchase of stock as excessive figures, and made a record of financial ruin that has
seldom been equalled in the annals of American business.*®

Hays, Mayer, and all the rest once again had another weapon in their arsenal, however, the
most powerful one in terms of success or failure in the movies: their own publicity branch and its
highly successful manipulations of public opinion. Anne-Helen Petersen, particularly, has written
extensively on the ideological apparatus of the Hollywood publicity system as moral regulating force
for women in patriarchy; Adrienne McLean has also written on the disciplinary nature of the fan
magazine for actresses.*® While Petersen and others have done this work referring primarily to the
regulation of the audience, | am more interested in the use of the publicity machine to cow and control
the actresses themselves.

This control functioned in a very specific and highly effective way. Any worker in the system
knew that if the studios turned on a star, they could create such a barrage of bad publicity that the
public would likely do the same. In Depression-era politics, this meant the kiss of death for a
misbehaving star was to be branded as “greedy”, “selfish”, or “ungrateful”. To be portrayed as any of
these in a time of national economic crisis was unforgivable, and worked excellently as career-ending
gambit.

One of the clearest examples of such a negative public relations campaign could be found in

the media coverage of the contract disputes of star Ann Dvorak in the 1930s. As her biographer
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Christina Rice has delineated, Dvorak is largely forgotten as a star today, something that has
precisely a great deal to do with her contract disputes with Warner Brothers and unheard-of open
critiques of the system. Dvorak spoke publicly about the studio heads as “slave drivers” who were
driving her to exhaustion and physical collapse, publicly feuded with Warner, and walked out on films
and contracts numerous times.5" All of this simply wasn’t done in the ironclad studio peak days of the
1930s, and even less so by actresses in comparison with male actors. Rice has situated Dvorak as
someone who paved the way for the rebellions of later, bigger stars like Bette Davis and Olivia de
Havilland just a few years later, but as someone who lost her career by being a few years ahead of
her time.%? This seems like a supportable hypothesis, based on how brutally and deftly the fan
magazine press was able to villainise Dvorak in the eyes of a hungry Depression-era public. It was
easy to present a dissenting star like Dvorak as sulky and privileged, and to remind them in print that
they should “remember their place”, when millions of impoverished Americans would love to have their
job. Delight Evans of Screenland magazine was blunt in a two-page anti-Dvorak editorial entitled
“Warning to Hollywood Girls!”: “[tlwo years ago or so you were just one of the hundreds of Hollywood
strugglers... Ann Dvorak, you have not yet ‘arrived™.®® The editor of Screen Book was even more
explicitly gatekeeping for the Hollywood superstructure in his editorial, “Watch Your Step, Ann
Dvorak!”, when he wrote:

You, Ann Dvorak, are not yet important enough to get away with it. And when you are

important enough, you won’t want to. The motion picture industry is bigger than you

are. It can get along without you, but you can’t, excuse me, get along without it.

Because no other profession in the world can give you so much.%

The studio executives also took to the practice of prominently displaying the NRA “We Do Our
Part” insignia on their films and materials, while painting stars as the greedy and unpatriotic parties in
fan magazines pieces. These corporate efforts even saw studios plant phony “fan” letters in the
magazines, in which a “fan” would tell a star who got involved in any kind of labour organising how
disappointed they were in them for complaining about their salary in such hard times.>
The 1932 California gubernatorial election was a watershed moment in the politics and labour

positions of the studios, as well as for their confluence with right wing California. Novelist (and
occasional screenwriter) Upton Sinclair ran a progressive populist campaign with the EPIC (End
Poverty In California) movement. The organised backlash to Sinclair's campaign was a startling
blending of the old, violent impulses of the state’s Wild West culture with the new money, power, and

commensurate antipathy to labour espoused by the studio executives. In Right Out of California: The
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1930s and the Big Business Roots of Modern Conservatism (2015), Kathryn Olmsted has written
incisively about the importance of this cultural moment in terms of both American and Hollywood
history. Olmsted situated extreme agitation against the New Deal and labour as both born in California
in these decades, and the progenitors of the Nixon-Reagan Republican Party that remains directly
linked through to politics of the present day.%®

Sinclair was a writer, journalist, and adopted Californian known to the studios for submitting
good work that they couldn’t use due to its anti-capitalist messaging.®” He had run for governor
several times to oppose the mendacity and corruption of the closed cadre of wealthy white men
maintaining absolute power over California state politics. In 1934 and in the midst of the Depression,
however, Lewis’ campaign became an electrified radical movement, and he had a real chance of
winning and upending the entire system. As Olmsted has detailed, the politics of the state were
extremely volatile in this moment, because of the same migratory realities detailed in Chapter One:
“[a[s many as one-tenth to one-third of the voters in each election were new to the state”.®

Even though Lewis was not in fact a communist, corporations (from Sunkist to the studios)
spun a massive public relations campaign into existence that he was a dangerous demagogue trying
to turn California red.®® The campaign threatened to move the film industry to Florida if Lewis won,
and falsely claimed that part of his platform was the inviting of both Russian Bolsheviks and the
nation’s hobo population to settle in California for a life of ease.®

Many might be surprised to learn that Time’s Up-esque labour solidarity campaigns did exist in
a radicalised 1930s Los Angeles, but have been largely forgotten as the big business capitalists and
studio owners won the day. Olmsted has written of the Hollywood left's support for striking
farmworkers of the time:

Many artists, writers, and Hollywood stars tried to assist the farmworkers and
support their radical organizers. The poverty of the farm laborers contrasted so
sharply with the artists’ idealized vision of California- a land that should have been
filled with sunshine and happiness- that they felt compelled to point out the
contradiction.®

Business in California, filmic and non-, responded to its critics with tactics favoured by fascists
to the present day: counter-assertions of victimisation, media manipulation, blacklists, vigilante mobs,
lawyers, court cases, and injunctions. With so much power behind them, and the power of
propaganda and smears, the capitalist class of California, alongside the fascists and the institutional

media, did manage to defeat Lewis and EPIC and maintain their power. Within a decade, Richard
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Nixon would run his first campaign using many of the tactics successfully employed against Lewis,
from redbaiting smears to consolidating big right-wing money, and win.®? In retrospect, this turn of
events in California from the 1930s onward looks like a key moment in which the antisocial forces of
right-wing power and male capital triumphed. It has had consequences for the structure of the
Hollywood system, as well as local and national politics, to the present.

In Aftershocks of the New (2002), film historian Patrice Petro made note of the fact that
scholars who have historiographically been interested in the fascism of the everyday have not written
much about American film.%® With a class approach to the workers in the American filmic system and a
resurgence of the application of Powdermaker’s findings, this need not remain the case. This project
does both seek the totalitarian roots of Hollywood as originally identified by Powdermaker, and post-
MeToo, to make space for a reckoning with the superstructure of violence and, indeed, fascism of the
system.

This history in fact begins to set up a pattern of the studio system as not only masculinist-
capitalist but as a system of oligopoly, one that had already learned to work well in concert with
corrupt local officials. The 1930s as the decade of oligopoly in the Hollywood system (and the 1930s
and 1940s as “mature oligopoly”) has been well-theorised by a number of film scholars and critics for
some time.%* Such characterisation calls for a final return to the work of Thorstein Veblen here, and
not only to reiterate how his findings on capitalism and the predatory habit apply so well to early studio
Hollywood as industry. It is also worth looking in this chapter at Veblen’s writings that spoke to the
predatory habits of men; specifically, of predatory capitalism as part of dysfunctional masculinity that
he theorised as dating back centuries.

It bears repeating that Veblen was composing his analyses as to the deep faults of masculinist
capitalism and, specifically, American industry at the exact time the studio system was coalescing.
While the nascent film industry was not specifically mentioned in his writings about various American
business concerns, its new technologies and business practices were certainly firmly at the centre of
the modern moment. Applying Veblen'’s theorisations to the Hollywood film industry retroactively, from
our own vantage point in history, allows for much insight.

For example, in The Instinct of Workmanship (1914), Veblen wrote about lower, “savage”
states of business and industry in which leaders and workers depend upon “magic”-- ritual, secret
organisation, ceremony, and luck, among other things.® This jibes quite perfectly with Powdermaker’s

later analysis of Hollywood from the perspective of anthropologist, in which she was struck by an
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industrial culture so particularly imbued with superstition and the totemic, animistic power of good
luck, bad luck, and “the breaks”.?® As Sholem Aleichem wrote of his fictional Jewish-American, turn of
the century immigrants in his Yiddish theatre novel Wandering Stars (1911), with a mindset clearly
recognisable in the next generation movie founder class:

America is a blessed land where anything can happen. A person can be raised on high

and ensconced in heaven, or he can be sent right down into the underworld. A

midpoint, a golden mean, did not exist.®’
In Exiled in Paradise: German Refugee Artists and Intellectuals in America From the 1930s fo the
Present (1983), cultural historian Anthony Heilbut explained how far more highbrow European
intellectuals who landed in Los Angeles recognised these habits of thought and culture built around
Americanism, and pitied their believers. They noted their self-help books and their clichés of the lucky
break, the bad break, the comeback, the fresh start-- pervasive clichés in every conversation and
every magazine story arc-- and felt that the American psyche was an earnest but dull one that lacked
for a stable sense of self.®®

Veblen was particularly explicit throughout his life’s work as to his view of the inherently amoral
nature of capitalism in its quest for dominance and power. His writings on the subject are thus
uniquely valuable in the application of such a view to the study of nascent Hollywood. Writing in 1914,
Veblen found American society to be in the commercial phase of the pecuniary culture that had built
Western society. He described how force, conflict, and exercise of power” had embedded into every
social structure therein,®® and that “the men” in leadership roles, as part of succeeding in this system,
“must be habituated to the infliction of injury by force and stratagem”.”® Veblen detailed the cultural
imperatives and group psychology that had already allowed the cult of American manhood to take
hold and flourish. The norm of early twentieth century American upwardly mobile cultural life was to
revel in orgiastic capitalism. Veblen by contrast, notable apostate among American economists, was
critical of American capitalist modernity’s “sign[s] of masculine success... linked to obsession with
‘ownership’ and competition to gain things whether they are necessary or not”.”*
With this, Veblen may be the most useful scholar of his times in contextualising the studio

system via a post-MeToo reckoning: specifically, as to how it was able to develop into such a

malevolent system for women and other disenfranchised workers in its employ. In his chapter “The
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Technology of the Predatory Culture” in The Instinct of Workmanship and the State of the Industrial
Arts (1914), Veblen wrote:

Freedom from scruple, from sympathy, honesty, and regard for life, may, within fairly
wide limits, be said to further the success of the individual in the pecuniary culture. The
highly successful men of all times have commonly been of this type; except those
whose success has not been scored in terms of either wealth or power. It is only within
narrow limits, and then only in the Pickwickian sense, that honesty is the best

policy.”

In other words, Veblen could not be further from taking a “few bad apples” position. Rather, he was a
radical anti-capitalist for his own day and would be so even today, in his assertion that masculinist bad
behaviour is inherently required to succeed in corporate business in the first place. As he wrote further
in the text:

The traits which characterise the predatory and subsequent stages of culture, and
which indicate the type of man best fitted to survive under the regime of status, are (in
their primary expression) ferocity, self-seeking, clannishness, and disingenuousness- a
free resort to force and fraud.”

Veblen had no compunction about liberally peppering his analysis of capitalism with the word
“predatory” as a matter of course or, going further, in openly discussing the inherently criminal
characteristics of the “captain of industry”. In fact, he explained the point quite clearly: “[t]he large
owners as a class are characterised by the successful businessman- ‘astute, prehensile,
unscrupulous™.”™

Veblen also sought the intrinsic pathological roots of such social structures back to the
beginning of human civilisations. From rape, kidnapping, pillage, and plunder to modern practices of
acquisition and fraud, Veblen surveyed all as one continuous (and impossibly to ignore, gendered)
line. His chapter “The Barbarian Status of Women” is particularly applicable to the arguments and
industry at hand. Using Veblen, the Hollywood film industry can be conceived as one built on not only
criminal business practices of men against other men, but on the tradeable nature of women within it
and thus their second-class status. Describing the ways in which patriarchy and capitalism work hand
in glove, Veblen wrote:

The discipline of predatory life makes for an attitude of mastery on the part of the able-
bodied men in all their relations with the weaker members of the group, and especially
in their relations with the women. Men who are trained in predatory ways of life and
modes of thinking come by habituation to apprehend this form of the relation between
the sexes as good and beautiful.”
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Writing of the inherently predatory nature of the modern industrial executive, the following quote
by Veblen is certainly evocative (especially in a post-MeToo analysis) of the nature of practices
that would fall under the auspices of “the casting couch”, specifically, in entertainment industries:

The mature captain of industry is in the position of a toad ‘who has found his appointed
place along some frequented run where many flies and spiders pass and repass on
their way’.”

Veblen saw the pathological nature of capitalism not just in its gendered predatory nature, but
in such a nature resting, specifically, on class. He asserted that a predatory web can only succeed in
a system built on status hierarchies, and that hierarchies naturally foster a system in which the elite
class is predatory, the middle businesslike, and the labouring class exploited.”” Further, Veblen’s
points reinforce my central one: that even women in the Hollywood system who seem to be of higher
status, like stars, have far more in common with women of lower status in the system-- makeup artists
or cleaning women, for example-- than they do with the male executive class. As Veblen explained,
“[a]ll the women in the group will share in the class repression and depression that belongs to them as
women”.’®

Veblen identified and clearly drew out a system predicated on “force, conflict, and power, in
which the main players are ruthless predators, not admirable citizens”.”® Thus he provides an
excellent model for how we today can view the American industries of his time as masculinist-
capitalist-nationalist ones. Veblen is not only useful in reading through early Hollywood as a miasma
of sociopathic American machismo capitalism. To apply his work to a new billion-dollar industry
specifically grounded upon the buying, selling, and rehabbing of women’s bodies-- there, he works
even better. He was extremely cognizant of how the caveman relations of business were not only
based in male corporate battle and besting amongst each other, but in the concurrent dominance of
women. As cultural theorist and Veblen chronicler Martha Banta wrote in a modern forward to The
Instinct of Workmanship:

One of the more startling aspects of Veblen’s assessment is the stress he places
on the male’s ‘ownership’ of women achieved through the retention of entrenched
customs. No matter what refinements have been added to contemporary modes of
seizure, men continue to appropriate women to affirm their sex’s prerogatives.®

What Veblen offers to an alternative systemic analysis of early Hollywood is a fundamental linkage of

predatory business practices with predatory gender exploitations.
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Setting aside gender for a moment, it has already been established in film historical literature
that there has never been a shortage of said predatory business practices in the foundational aspects
of Hollywood as industry. In The Whole Equation (2005) David Thomson asserted that “[{]he history of
the medium has been founded on illegal practices and extortion”.® In his one studio study, Twentieth
Century-Fox: A Corporate and Financial History (1988), Aubrey Solomon did painstaking research
that uncovered a closed system dependent upon secrecy and hushed-up bookkeepers to cover up
skimming. Under such a system, no one truly knew what the profits were or where a good deal of the
money went.82 Solomon’s picture of the chaotic and unethical structure of a given studio portrays it as
more akin to a business run under the same lines and with the same issues as a casino, rather than
one in a legitimate industry. Speaking of padded production costs in particular, no less than David O.
Selznick admitted outright that “[t]the whole industry, as a matter of fact, is built on phony
accounting”.®® Powdermaker, too, did not mince words to these points in drawing one of her major
overall conclusions from the anthropological point of view:

It is [the] quality of trust which is lacking in Hollywood. Almost no one trusts anyone
else, and the executives, particularly, trust no one, not even themselves. Trust is
impossible to men whose major drive is to exploit and manipulate other human
beings.®

From a sociological-psychological perspective, the creation of an industry under such
maladjusted lines hurt not only those devalued by it, but those in power within it themselves. Such
antisocial business practices led to a cultural-industrial milieu that was the polar opposite of the idyllic
one portrayed in the fan magazines, for everyone from the ordinary workers to the stars to the mega-
powerful executives. As Joan Didion, California native, wrote in The White Album (1979), “[tlhe
apparent ease of California life is an illusion, and those who believe the illusion real live here in only
the most temporary way”.%

In fact the reality in Hollywood was a world ruled by anxieties and clichés, insecurities and the
magical thinking already pinpointed by Veblen. Executive Maurice Bergman described himself and his
colleagues to Powdermaker as constantly worried hypochondriacs, prone to panic attacks and
ulcers.®® Powdermaker delved deeper into the physical response to working in such a peculiar

business, in which anyone could be fired at any time by an executive in a bad mood:
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Fear clutches the abdomen at every ring of the phone... is the caller a bill collector, an
income tax examiner, a producer with a script, an agent with a contract offer, an
invitation to a premiere... or a friend, also ‘between assignments’, asking for a loan?%’

The industry was experienced like the playing of a compulsively frantic game, with no time to stop or
show scruples without a competitor getting ahead. Several writers and scholars also connected this
climate with the primary vice of the founder class being not alcohol or drugs, but gambling. Veblen,
in his chapter “The Belief in Luck” in The Theory of the Leisure Class, had already explicitly situated
gambling as part of said belief in luck, classifying it as a predation-related archaic trait.®°

Such a climate also contributed to the widespread use of every trick or dishonest business
practice possible. Standard film histories to date have raised the spectre of just this sort of sociopathic
capitalism through focus on another of the many business practices absolutely central to Hollywood’s
success and dominance: block booking via monopoly of theatres by the studios. In a business that
publicly heralded its own excellence, one of its dirty little secrets was private: it actually made virtually
no difference what films were produced, or their level of quality. Distributors and exhibitors under the
monopoly system were compelled to take films regardless of content or quality-- with the studios
making the money on both the production and exhibition ends. From the perspective of moneymaking
for the studio capitalist, films moved in ticket units no different than popcorn units or soda units. In
1938 and referencing these methods of monopoly distribution and exhibition, the studios were ruled
against in an anti-trust case known as the Paramount Decision. They continued to fight the decision in
the courts for another ten years, resisting enforcement or making any changes throughout.*® Finally in
1948, the Supreme Court ruled that the Hollywood film industry was in fact a monopoly. Studios and
theatres were required to be split.

Numerous film historians have written in detail about the monumental shift that the 1948 anti-
trust decision produced and its weakening of the studio system’s power. John Allen Scott has in On
Hollywood: The Place, The Industry (2005) described this moment as the shift from vertical integration

to vertical disintegration.®" As Thomson wrote in terms of all the illegal money made in those years of

stalling:
[tlhink of the plunder in those intervening years, and open an accounting book on
all the situations which, with skill or something else, Hollywood has broken the
laws of America.®2
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Thomson saw the decision as one in which the industry’s power class was finally “compelled to admit
and remedy a criminal strategy essential to its business, in an issue over which it had prevaricated,
bluffed, bullied, bribed, and avoided for fifteen years”.®® Further, returning to the gender focus of this
project, Aubrey Malone’s conclusion on the 1948 decision in Hollywood’s Second Sex: The Treatment
of Women in the Film Industry, 1900-1999 (2015) might be added: it “led to the crumbling of the big
studios, but it didn’t open any new doors for women to return to Hollywood”.%*

Even earlier historians and philosophers on the nature of capitalism can be well-situated in
reflecting upon these aspects of the nature of Hollywood. Nineteenth century French economist
Frederic Bastiat noted, with great alacrity, that the moral and legal codes of capitalism are always
already inherently compromised and corrupted, as are the men who profit so heavily from them:

When plunder becomes a way of life for a group of men in a society, over the course of
time they create for themselves a legal system that authorizes it and a moral code that
glorifies it.%®

In contemporary times, Marxist feminist historian and philosopher Silvia Federici has been even more
blunt in writing (in her 2004 modern classic Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body, and Primitive
Accumulation) that “the escalation of crime [is a] structural element of capitalist accumulation”.%®

It's worth noting here that the entire business, from the 1910s on through its decades of ever
more visible success, cemented an image of the studio heads as fantastic businessmen in the public
mind. In fact, even with every advantage of monopoly and criminality, nearly all of the studios ended
up in bankruptcy or receivership at some point in the 1930s. Balio pointed out in his chapter
“Production in an Era of Oligopoly” in The American Film Industry (1976) that the myth of Hollywood’s
great businessmen was just that.®” We might think more accurately of the system as one grand,
rigged game of Monopoly. As Balio has noted of what he rightly defined as “collusion”, when one
studio had a big hit, all profited, because of exhibition and the theatre conglomerates.®® While extras
were expected to live off $1.25 a day, the studios were often in debt by many millions of dollars— and
yet somehow their heads remained rich men.* These men were competitors and enemies, but also
simultaneously high stakes poker partners or relatives by marriage. They would undercut or double-
cross one another at one turn, then bail each other out at another— whether for an enormous studio

default or a gambling debt.
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Such a fundamental comfort with criminality at times overlapped with an ease of relations with
outright gangsters, and the use of gangsterism within the system itself. Gerald Horne has astutely
addressed these classed concentric relationships in Class Struggle in Hollywood, 1930-1950: Moguls,
Mobsters, Stars, Reds, and Trade Unionists (2001).'% This relation to organized crime was discussed
in Chapter One, in terms of the westward migration of such as it made its way to Los Angeles with the
growing film industry of the 1920s. In this chapter, focused on the 1930s, the gangster as fully
entrenched as a Hollywood and Los Angeles cultural archetype is evident-- not merely in the films that
glorified him, but in reality.

Such companionability, and outright use of gangster muscle on the part of studio executives,
was often particularly evident in union-busting activities. In Working Class Hollywood (1998), Steven
Ross extensively detailed the mafia infiltration of the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage
Employees (IATSE) in the 1930s, which culminated in the effective takeover of the union by gangsters
posing as labour leaders George Brown and Willie Bioff.'®" In The Fifty-Year Decline and Fall of
Hollywood, Goodman wrote of “Bioff’'s hold on Hollywood unionism- a hold maintained with the
submissive co-operation of the major movie studios”.'? Eventually, the relationship soured: the studio
heads came to consider the “protection” they paid to the gangsters to “keep labour peace” extortion,
and both Brown and Bioff were eventually put on trial.'® This was the same scandal that brought
down producer Joseph Schenck and his brother, once again showing the overlap between the two
groups. In other cases, the gangsters simply took control of various branches of the business outright,
wanting their own piece of the Hollywood action.

In the 1930s, studio executives began to invite tough East Coast racketeers out to Los
Angeles so that they would open high-end, secret illegal gambling clubs off the Sunset Strip. As
Gabler detailed in An Empire of Their Own, establishments like the Clover Club functioned rather
dramatically, complete with red décor, mirrors, secret doors, and paid-off police.'® The welcoming of
gangsters to Los Angeles to bring gambling and illegal fun is unsurprising, as far as the behaviour of
the studio heads was concerned. What was surprising was how some of these gangsters ended up
given executive jobs at the studios themselves.

There is also an entire history, to be raised again in some detail in Chapter Four, of the subset
of Hollywood successful men and power brokers who had not only palled around with gangsters in
their previous New York lives, but been actual gangsters themselves. “Sociopathic capitalism” did not

always simply mean executives who thought they had the right to undertake crooked business with
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impunity. It meant that some high-level people in Hollywood studios were, quite literally, highly violent
criminals. And that these behaviours, far from falling aside when such men arrived in Los Angeles,
continued apace as they became all-powerful within the system and the city. There was nothing
stopping them doing so.

The most notorious example, to be discussed again in detail in this thesis’ final sections in
relation to the 1937 Patricia Douglas case, was of Mayer right hand man and MGM general manager
Eddie Mannix. Douglas chronicler David Stenn, in his key pre-MeToo article “It Happened One
Night... At MGM” (2003), described Mannix as follows:

cigar-chomping, bulldog-faced MGM general manager Eddie Mannix, known and
feared as a ‘fucking gangster’- during one tantrum he broke his wife’s back, and
an ex-mistress, actress Mary Nolan, endured 15 abdominal surgeries after his
beatings.'®

Within the primary source research of this project, Mannix’s name comes up with similar descriptions
of his behaviour and character from numerous sources. %1%

Besides the “business gangsters” working within the studio apparatus directly, including those
who outright took over powerful positions, the “hood” type of gangster so commonly seen in 1930s
Hollywood films themselves was well-established in Los Angeles by this time as well. This type of
underworld figure gone California also began to appear in the culture imaginary via literature. One of
the most interesting noir detective novels of the period set in Hollywood, one that both highly critiques
it and brilliantly satirises it, was Raymond Chandler’s The Little Sister (1949). Chandler famously
worked in Hollywood as a screenwriter of his own novels’ adaptations and on projects throughout the
1940s: he was quite familiar with the milieu of which he wrote.

The Little Sister is one of the hard-boiled detective novels for which Chandler became famous,
but a lesser-known one overall in the Philip Marlowe canon. It is unique as well for its Hollywood
backdrop. In a classic shaggy dog story, Marlowe travels around attempting to catch an “ice pick
killer”; as in all his stories, he meets a panoply of untrustworthy people and criminals on his quest. But
in this particular novel, the disreputable cast of characters are star actresses and aspiring starlets,
studio executives, Dr. Feelgood mob doctors, and gangsters. The milieu is based on Hollywood and
greater Los Angeles as Chandler experienced them, as the plot focuses on unsavory East Coast

mobsters turned owners of trendy Hollywood nightclubs, and star actresses mixed up with them to the
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detriment of their reputations and careers. Chandler’s keen eye for the classed social reality that
everyone in Los Angeles was really from somewhere else, hiding their true identity, is underlying and
foundational to the plot. To take one example of the manufactured statuses and hidden backgrounds
of just about every character in the novel, Marlowe meets a gangster from back East called Weepy
Moyer. Moyer has reinvented himself as a posh restauranteur, concurrently adopting the very WASPy
name of Steelgrave. Another character is the well-mannered and well-educated European, Dr.
Lagardie, entrapped by his own drug addiction and shamefacedly working as a mob doctor. Lagardie
laments to Marlowe the California habit of address by first names as indicative of the manners and
class of people one meets “out here”, particularly holding a disgust for “old actors”.'® Ultimately the
novel’s entire plot hinges on the obscured identity of star Mavis Weld, and the studios’ attempts to
cover up photos of her consorting with gangsters.

The dialogue and observational points about Hollywood are telling. Chandler is most invested
in envisioning Hollywood as a land of the phony American Dream, a place of false prosperity and no
morals peopled by gangsters, grifters, and conmen. Marlowe describes his fictional Bay City,
representative of the real Santa Monica, as “a cheap and nasty little town”."® Speaking to his client
and reinforcing earlier points on the blurred lines between gangster extras and actual criminals,
Marlowe quips to one of his untrustworthy love interests, “Don’t be silly, Orfamay. They don’t have
gangsters in Bay City. They're all working in pictures”.°

In one scene (and one particularly telling an author who actually worked in Hollywood and
knew the business from the inside), P.l. Marlowe is granted an audience with studio head Jules
Oppenheimer. In it, the studio head confides the secret of the whole business to the detective. A
secret based in reality and rather arcane for non-industry people, it is thus interesting in its specificity
in terms of content for a humble hardboiled paperback of the day. Published in 1949 but obviously
written a few years before the infamous 1948 Supreme Court anti-monopoly decision against
Paramount, Chandler’s novel sees Oppenheimer explain that the way studios pay people exorbitant
amounts to produce new material is mere habit. What they produce, the writers and directors, actually
makes no difference. The studios also own the theatres. The content and quality of the films is
meaningless, as they will be placed regardless.’" Chandler truly did have a finger on the power
structure of the industry and its inherent nature as both cynical and illegal: what should perhaps

actually come to mind when one hears the phrase “the whole equation”.
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As this project attempts to be an advanced interdisciplinary study of class, labour, and gender
in American culture, the title itself is far from accidental. In its double meaning, it is meant to be
evocative of the concept of “class” in the colloquial American sense—one extremely popular in the
decades of studio Hollywood, constantly referred to in studio conversation and correspondence, first-
person accounts, fan magazines, and filmic dialogue. Thus, what Budd Schulberg called the “tinpot
falsity” at base of Hollywood had everything to do with class-- and everything to do with the class and
ethnic origins of the workers in the system, from the stars to the studio founders."? In fact, primary
source documents reveal just how the uneducated, ethnic immigrant studio founder cohort had a
veritable obsession with class and “classiness”.

Classy pictures, classy operations, and class acts were all the order of the day, and a common
lingua franca of the whole industry in everything from pitches to publicity materials. One Variety article
of the period described MGM’s commitment to even its lower (B) pictures by explaining that “[w]hen
Metro goes out to make a Class B picture, they give it plenty of production, steady direction and a
certain amount of class”.''® Sets might be cardboard, plots might be recycled a dozen times, but a
thousandth film about a society heiress and her love life demonstrated, to the working-class men
running the studios, the elusive and all-important “class”.

Walter Wanger, producer and power broker, gained influence as an independent producer
freelancing from studio to studio far before this was the norm. Part of his self-fashioned image was
built on his own building of class status, differentiated from the level of the men in the founders’
generation. Wanger had an lvy League degree from Dartmouth and fashioned himself into a sort of
intellectual of film to the other executives. Such emphasis was even reflected in his contracts. As
Thomas Schatz explain, “[h]is productions were described in his contracts as ‘strictly first-class in
artistic, pictorial, and dramatic quality’ and suitable for ‘the highest-class motion picture theatres in the
US and elsewhere™. "4

It was not only the studio heads who exhibited this obsession with class, but also the censors.
Will Hays and his office, as part of the broader “clean screens” initiative of the 1930s, continually
pushed for more prestige pictures-- adaptations of famous classic novels, biographies of “great men”,
and epics based on historical episodes .""® This push towards anything from Shakespeare to the
romantic classics was pushed as one solution to the eternal problem American producers had
grappled with since the early 1900s-- that “[e]ducated middle-class people were not habitual
moviegoers”, and how to make them so.""® Yet the studios were frustrated by these dictums from the

Hays Office, with a divide on the effectiveness of such a strategy. In fact, New York and the money
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interests hated costume drama and prestige adaptations of Bronté, Dickens, and the like, feeling them
too highbrow and thus too risky. Only when producers like Selznick began to craft highbrow formulas
that actually produced money-makers did they soften on this position.""”

Where the studios were nervous about nineteenth century literary adaptations, they preferred
“old reliables” like Park Avenue comedies of manners and escapist romances. The most acceptable
films humanized and softened the rich by making their escapades light-hearted. This was a deliberate
strategy to smooth over tensions during the Depression, at a time when the aforementioned fears of
those with money of revolution or social collapse remained ever-present. As critic James Harvey has
explained, “the ‘classy’ film is essentially an upper-class kind of film: a celebration of the elite and
privileged”."®

This meant that in a decade of bread lines and social unrest, the most popular films and most
recycled plotlines somehow tended towards slumming heiresses and cross-class romances. Maria
DiBattista has written in Fast Talking Dames (2001) about the pervasiveness of the spoiled society girl
as character, and the oddity of this archetype being one audiences liked and identified with through
the thick of the Depression.''® Speaking to one of the most famous hits of the decade and its position
in precisely this genre, My Man Godfrey (1936), Thomas Schatz has described a “fantasy of
enlightened capitalism, reconciled class conflict”.'2° Another, even more politically explicit example of
such a film would be Fifth Avenue Girl (1939), the storyline of which depicts a society debutante and
her Marxist chauffeur falling in love.'?’

Such reconciled class conflict also included scores of cross-class romances that showed
mingling, conflict, and resolution between the upper classes and the gangster criminal class. Films like
Night After Night (1933) with Mae West and the real-life gangland-connected star George Raft, dealt
with a myriad of romantic dynamics between the ever-present society girl, the gold digger, and the
speakeasy owner. In fact there were hundreds of such films. The studios’ choice to remake this film
over and over as a love and conflict saga spoke to the attempt to elevate personal relations and
devalue economic conditions: a deliberate capitalist strategy for the status quo.

A counter to so many cross-class, happy ending, Pollyanna-esque Depression films might
have been those considered to fall under “social realism” in genre. Yet these were rare at best. Social
realism, especially as pertained to the touchiest of subjects in the deep crisis of the Depression--
capitalism, inequality, injustice, violence, racism-- was particularly frowned upon by the censors. Most

of the studios were as suspicious of social problem films as they were of the highbrow and the
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intellectual— perhaps even more so. A candid accounting of haves and have nots in 1930s American
contexts was seen as a dangerous way to attract attention and make targets of themselves.

Occasionally the rare dissenting studio executive did take an interest in a socially realist
project, and would greenlight the film-- sometimes to award-winning acclaim. Spyros Skouras, for
example, said of the social problem film that it could serve to give the audience “controversy with
class”.'?2 However, many primary source recollections of the pitch-writing-production process in its
extreme Hollywood distillation presented a more common trajectory for a socially realist idea. A script
might be written, often a by a leftist writer wishing to showcase a particular societal issue. As the script
made its way through rewrites, the social problem backdrop was often pronounced too problematic
and removed altogether, leaving nothing more than another hackneyed, predictable love story
unmoored from any social context. A good example of such would be the production of Dust Be My
Destiny (1939). Based on a novel about young vagrants in the Depression, it was reworked and
reworked at script level at the behest of executive Hal Wallis. Wallis exhorted that the plot centre
around its two main characters; their problems should be personal, not societal. This whitewashing
culminated with the removal of all “sociological references”.'? This gradual process of creating the
apolitical would be a most common trajectory for novels and scripts that circulated around 1930s
Hollywood. A gloomy masterpiece like The Grapes Of Wrath (1940), relatively faithful to Steinbeck’s
1939 novel and highly political populist message, was certainly an outlier.

Instead the average film was written, packaged, and marketed to the studio’s idea of desirable
fare for working-class women.'?* The idea of film as “the chambermaid’s delight”, also used mockingly
in George Cukor's The Women (1939) to deride a low-rent, cowboy-style radio star, brings into sharp
focus the perceptions studios had of audiences, especially women audiences, and class in the
decade. The order of the day was maximized profits through people-pleasing; to this end, formulas
and typecasting were good, while individual careers or their detritus could be mere industrial by-
products. B-picture producer Brynie Foy openly admitted his “secret” to Ezra Goodman in later-life
interview: “| don’t want to do a script better... | want to do it like it was... | made one picture eleven
times”."?® Foy went on to explain how the original story in question was a deep-sea fishing adventure
film called Tiger Shark in which the protagonist lost his arm, which then became Lumberjack, which

then became Bengal Tiger, in which the protagonist lost his leg.'?® And so on.
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Intellectuals saw through these “chambermaid’s delight” tactics of the studio executives as the
vulgar and puerile attempt to “class up” American film without artistic substance or depth. Critic
Wolcott Gibbs stated that:

ninety percent of the moving pictures exhibited in America are so vulgar, witless and
dull that it is preposterous to write about them in any publication not intended to be
read while chewing gum.”?

In 1945, Gibbs explained quitting writing as a film critic in an article for the Saturday Review of
Literature entitled “The Kingdom of the Blind- An Ex-Moving Picture Reviewer Considers His Ex-Job”.
In the article Gibbs describes his epiphany occurring when he could finally see “the whole absurdity of
what | was trying to do- to write, that is, for the information of my friends about something that was
plainly designed for the entertainment of their cooks”.'?® Goodman, in The Fifty-Year Decline and Fall
of Hollywood, called Gibb’s confession snobbish but also with undeniable truth to it. Escapism was the
name of the game and films were “aimed at the twelve year-old mentality”.'?°

Nonetheless no one was listening to intellectual dissenters on Hollywood film anyway, neither
insiders nor outsiders to the system, as the millions rolled in unceasingly. The philosophy of a Sol
Wourtzel or a Brynie Foy prohibiting “highbrow crap” was working just fine, as was the already-
enshrined producer class witticism, “if you want to send a message, try Western Union”. Writing
contemporaneously for the fan magazines of his time and clearly espousing the studio party line, one
Potter Brayton declared that “Hollywood has come to associate art with long hair, temperamental
demonstrations, and an excessive amount of ‘boloney’ handed out around the studios by ‘arty’
stars”.’3® Through her extensive sociological fieldwork, Powdermaker well understood this same
central principle under which the men in power and their fan magazine mouthpieces were operating.
She wrote, “[t]he goal is profits, large and quick ones. They call themselves ‘showmen’, and any talk

about movies as art for them is the height of absurdity and unreality”.'*' As Powdermaker went on to

explain:
The domination of the business executive over the artist in Hollywood is not surprising
either in view of the history of the movies or in terms of American culture. Movies
began as small business, an extension of the Coney Island type of entertainment. The
men who started them- some still in control- were usually small entrepreneurs, some
from the field of cheap entertainment, some from other small businesses. The artist
was not even present. Later, when he arrived on the scene, he came as the employee
of those men, who by this time were big business and who still remain firmly in
control.32
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While the overall Hollywood industry coalesced around a definition of class as the veneer of
luxury and glamour, rather than as gentility or true elegance, there were in fact variations among
studios. These classed philosophical differences arose in large part from the politics and psyches of
each individual founder. Their manifestations included both the treatment of the labourers in their
employ, and the creative output of their films. In his cultural historian’s analysis of the founders, Neal
Gabler devoted careful attention to this aspect of the character and aesthetic of each individual studio.
Gabler concluded that the studios were the actualisers of the individual dreams of the men at the top,
and that this translated to everything from the looks of the stars to the colour of the telephones and
the rules on using the bathroom. The upcoming section examines how such cultures developed, and
how they translated to treatment of women in the studios as both workers and a gendered and
classed group, respectively.

As Gabler explained and to take one example, the culture of hardscrabble cheapness and
paranoia at Warner Brothers led to a culture of less beautified stars, from Davis among the women to
Cagney, Bogart, and Edward G. Robinson among the men. As Thomas Schatz has explained:

Harry Warner saw himself in the early 1930s as the Henry Ford of the movie
industry, and the studio as a factory that produced consistent, reasonably priced
products for a homogenous mass of consumers.'33

In this, Warner Brothers of the 1930s is an excellent case study as to how industrial economic
concerns and cultures shaped genre and Hollywood history overall. What looked like modernity,
foresight, or risk-taking in making many male-driven, single-star gangster movies with dark worldviews
hardly developed as a deliberate strategy of creative innovation. Rather, women-driven love stories
required lavish costuming and were expensive, musicals even more so. Simple logistical factors like
penny-pinching helped to develop Warner Brothers’ cinematic imprimatur as edgy and fast; in reality it
could be attributed to cut corners in cinematography and editing.®* A far simpler and more banal
explanation, but a more accurate one.

Such a worldview driven by particular cultural and business values also led to a marker of
laziness and tackiness in the films itself, for those who were paying attention. In her 2013 Ann Dvorak
biography, Christina Rice explained of 1937’s Midnight Court that “the title card and half sheet
featured recycled art from the Bette Davis vehicle The Girl From 10" Avenue with Ann’s likeness
slapped on over Bette’s”."3® In her 1970s cowritten memoir, Bette Davis herself commented
sardonically on the same topic. Davis recalled that observant fans would make a game of spotting the
same interiors and furniture across Warner Brothers’ films, demonstrating that the reputation for

cheapness was not only extant within the industry but even with some of the public.’*®
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Such microcultures did not only translate to filmic output, as mentioned above, but were
manifest in the business and personal behaviours of executives at each studio, as well as in the
studio’s respective labour conditions. Gabler explained that:

[e]ven in Hollywood, where the genteel was often vulgarized, the Warners were
regarded as anti-intellectuals- who not only didn’t remotely read literature, but
wouldn’t even read film treatments."’

Warner’s own son Jack, Jr. recalled him scolding him any time he perceived him “giving [him] that
college talk”."®8

Besides an inherent anti-intellectualism, Jack Warner’s personal proclivities and ethos as
power broker had specific consequences for his workers. Warner was known to exhibit the
contradictions of many powerful businessmen-- dictatorial and conniving, while simultaneously petty,
weak, and self-promoting. He frequently liked to make a show of magnanimity by “tearing up an
actor’s contract” to gift them a new and better deal. Yet common sense dictates that if an employer is
of a type to tear up a contract in good times, they are also one who doesn’t really respect it in
contentious times either. More anecdotal evidence would certainly bear out this conclusion. Warner
longed for respectability, and yet was known to renege on “gentleman’s agreements” by simply
retorting, “I'm no gentleman”.’*®

Such willingness to toss out both quotidian business practices and verbal agreements on a
whim meant that the “standardised practices” that developed in Hollywood were themselves often
unethical and anti-labour on their face. This will be discussed in more detail later, especially vis a vis
Powdermaker’s identification of the practice of loan-outs as one of the central markers of
dehumanised totalitarianism in Hollywood. But for this section, | would briefly turn attention to the
fundamental nature of the Hollywood contracts Jack Warner loved to rip up and rewrite, to take just
one example. The studio-actor legal arrangement was a very formal one, on the surface. Yet, with
closer examination of the rules of the contract as well as reams of anecdotal primary source material,
it was anything but fair. Studios could fire with or without cause, while actors could never break the
contract. Danae Clark has written interesting and extensive Marxist interpretation of business
practices like the seven-year contract, which she described as “an imaginary relation of fair exchange
between legal subjects”.’° From the perspective of critique of capitalism, a contract where the studio
can fire at will but an actor can never “escape” is not a legitimate contract. In fact, it is nearly as telling
as practices like loan-outs as to how the men who designed the system did so to ensure that they

always held every card.
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Actors were well aware that their bosses were underhanded in their dealings with them and
not to be trusted as equitable business partners, a point that comes up in both Powdermaker’s
findings and numerous memoirs. But here, in relation to the character and behaviours of Jack Warner,
specifically, a picture emerges of a studio head who was quite particularly hated by many employees.
Tommy Farrell, son of actress Glenda Farrell, shared the following candid recollections in Paul Zollo’s
Hollywood Remembered: An Oral History of Its Golden Age (2013):

I must have been fifteen before | realized that ‘“That-sonofabitch-Jack-Warner’ was not
one word. [laughs] He was never liked. Nobody that was under contract to the studio
really liked him. Just when you were about to get a raise, he’d fire you. Unless you
were making a lot of money for the studio, and then he’d give you half of what you
should get. Or if somebody was ready to retire [laughs], he’d let them go so that he
wouldn’t have to pay retirement.'’

Farrell also recalled his mother being overworked to exhaustion on two and three simultaneous
pictures at a given time-- the same complaint that led Ann Dvorak to breach her contract citing
health problems and end up in court against Warner’s. The culture that Warner created also frequently
came back to bite him in this respect, as most of his major stars balked or went to court with him at
one point or another (namely James Cagney, Bette Davis, Olivia De Havilland, and Errol Flynn).42
While Jack Warner was a fairly typical unethical businessman for his day in terms of power
and practices, he actually exhibited comparatively moderate politics. In contrast, a far more
fascinating matrix opens in examining the studio founders who had flirtations with not only right-wing,
white male politics of the American West variety, but actual fascism. Well within the realm of
Powdermaker’s startling conclusion as to the nature of the Hollywood milieu, some of these power
brokers could be read as operating as fascists themselves within the Hollywood system. Like Gabler
in the 1980s, Powdermaker had decades before recognised that cultural and psychological analysis of
the studio heads, their backgrounds and personalities, was key to understanding the sociocultural and
industrial milieus they created. Powdermaker was not subtle in her chapter on the executive class in
Hollywood: The Dream Factory; she titled it “Men Who Play God”. In it, she explained in clear social
scientist’s terms a central premise that creative labour scholars are often only just rearticulating today:

The personalities of the men who sit in the front office are of interest as much as their
customs, because their own natures influence the content of the movies and mold
the human relations in the whole system of movie production.'?

Later citing Hitler, Powdermaker explained that “a knowledge of the personalities of any men
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who wield power is always important”.'* This is just one of many instances where Powdermaker’s
work has taken on a new relevance for revisiting in light of reckoning with longstanding Hollywood
practices post-MeToo.

Powdermaker went on in her chapter on the executives to psychoanalyse specific Hollywood
bosses, either those whom she had managed to interview or those whose employees she had
interviewed. She concluded that there were of course individual differences between studio heads.
Some really had no interest in movies at all, seeing them as just another business for profit. Each had
their own “real” passions or vices, such as “horse racing, aviation, yachting, or women”.'* One
commonality Powdermaker found across the sample was a conclusion that could have come straight
from the work of Veblen: she described them, on the whole, as “men whose drive is for domination
rather than creativity.”'4®

Louis B. Mayer was a far-right archconservative who famously organised MGM like a fiefdom.
Not only did he refer to his employees as his “children”, he held court at hours-long speeches in which
assistants were expected to kneel on either side of his chair.’” Yet such magnanimity and lordship
were at the same time covers for typical or even advanced capitalist ruthlessness; Herman
Mankiewicz had once quipped, “Mayer’s diet is his fellow man”."*® One of Powdermaker’s
methodologies in Hollywood: The Dream Factory was to refer to her subjects by pseudonymous
nickname. We cannot be certain if her “Mr. Big Shot” was Mayer, but there are certainly similarities.
Powdermaker sketched a studio head with a God complex, one who employees reported at times
seemed to demand miniscule changes that weren’t even good or necessary, merely to impose his will.
In Powdermaker’s analysis of her anonymous studio head, she explained that “Mr. Big Shot’s desire
for domination is so strong that he keeps people in a position of subservience even if it means a loss
to the studio”.™®

While some of the other studio founders’ generation made no attempt to hide their humble
roots (like the Warners) or reveled in their vulgarity (like Harry Cohn), Mayer was anxiously class-
conscious. The fear of being thought uncultured was a lifetime cause of distress to him. His first studio
had been shabby and decentralised. Frederica Sagor Maas recalled early MGM as having barely
shaken Mayer’s Poverty Row roots at all and very far away from the glamour capital it would become.
She described the writers’ bungalow as shoddily constructed, leaking, lacking paint and plaster, and

always boiling or freezing."*® Patsy Ruth Miller echoed this image, recalling:
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L.B. Mayer Studio, before L.B. became a part of Metro-Goldwyn Mayer... To call it a
Studio was stretching a point. Actually, it was a dismal clump of buildings way out of
town, past all bus or trolley lines.”"®!

As a result, once Mayer began to prosper, he created a studio with an aesthetic something like an Art
Deco-style university campus. In her 1971 memoir, Mary Astor wrote that she found MGM “a cold
place... | felt the producers to be remote in their heavily carpeted soundproof offices”.’® (Aesthetics
aside, was this a subtle clue from Astor about the industrialised nature of sexual abuse that went on at
the corporate suite level? Why “soundproof’? In the next chapter, first-person actress accounts tell of
doors that could be locked from the inside by executives with the push of a button under the desk,
literally a mechanism to facilitate rape. It would seem that thick carpets and soundproof walls would
function similarly in a corporate space of institutional sexual assault?)

Whether authoritarian leanings were out in the open as with someone like a Cohn, or hidden in
beautiful décor and elegant clothing as in the world constructed by Mayer, the underlying brutality was
the same. A 2018, MeToo-flavoured New Yorker retrospective featured an interview with an
anonymous former star in her 90s. She has been asked to be a source for the piece in comparing the
Hollywood of her studio youth to the one then in the throes of post-Weinstein reckoning. As the former
actress recalled of her experience as an MGM contract player:

If you worked for Mr. Mayer, you didn’t just lollygag... | was loaned out to everybody.
“Altruistic” would not describe him. If you were under contract to him, you were like a
piece of chattel. You were supposed to bow and scrape and curtsy. Mr. Mayer was, in
his own mind, godlike.®3

As Maas characterised Mayer in her memoir as a first-person observer:

Louis B. Mayer may have held a big job in the motion picture industry, the biggest there
was at MGM. Big job notwithstanding, Louis B. Mayer was not a big man. He was a
petty man, a crafty man: above all, he was a very fearful, insecure man... Louis B. was
a pompous, power-mad insensitive hypocrite.'*

Where others of his compatriots like Zanuck were notorious sexual harassers and abusers,
Mayer had a conservative view of women’s propriety, and likely to that end a raging Madonna-whore
complex. As Powdermaker wrote in her chapter “Front Ofiice” in The Dream Factory, “[t]he taste, good
or bad, of the men who make the movies will be inevitably stamped on them”."®> From the highbrow

position, critic Edmund Wilson argued that “[t]he big producers nailed down their favorite formulas in

151 patsy Ruth Miller, My Hollywood, When Both of Us Were Young (Albany, GA, BearManor, 2012) 38.
52 Mary Astor, A Life On Film (New York, Delacorte, 1971), 211.

153 Dana Goodyear. “Can Hollywood Change Its Ways?” The New Yorker. January 1, 2018.

% Maas, The Shocking Miss Pilgrim 218.

155 Powdermaker, Hollywood: The Dream Factory 77.

167



all their obviousness, falsity and vulgarity”.'®® Of Mayer, “his” stars were to beautiful and deified, as
wives and mothers were always to be.

Mayer’s conservatism and placing of some women on pedestals didn’t mean he was above
“the casting couch”, as many memoirs anecdotally share and to which women he had blackballed
would attest.’” Yet he clearly had a unique relationship, if not to all women on his lot, to his biggest
star actresses. Gabler posited that Mayer’s view of women, mothers, and elegance was one forged in
the nineteenth century, and that it was for this reason the MGM aesthetic featured women who were
not sassy and wisecracking, but “beautiful, elegant, smart, and yet coolly unapproachable”.'®®

Mayer’s belief in the sanctity of traditional values thus led him to emphasise nostalgia in his
own worldview, and to then enact its seepage into his studio output. With Mayer’s vision and psyche
driving it, MGM became one of the studios most invested in what critical theorist and political
philosopher of violence Brad Evans has coined “retrotopia”.'®® Consider films like Boys Town (1938),
which served both Mayer’s love of nostalgic, wholesome, all-American fare and his conservative
political alliance with the Catholic Church. While these factors-- the right wing conservatism, the
pedestal treatment of (some) women, and the love of nostalgia and an idealised past-- may not seem
particularly connected at first glance, they come clearer as part of a disturbing pattern when an
assertion by Carl Jung is recalled: “sentimentality is the superstructure erected upon brutality”.'° In
this | would argue that for Mayer, nostalgia and sentimentality operated as cudgels, just as glamour
did throughout the Hollywood system. All three of these cudgels, then, were especially evident at
MGM. As Goodman brilliantly put it of the founder class, “[t]hey preached the good, noble, and
beautiful, and they themselves fostered in their lives and works the evil, the ignoble, and the ugly”."®’

A 2019 Salon article by Bob Hennelly on American capitalism’s “moral bankruptcy”, centring
on the connected misdeeds of Jeffrey Epstein and Donald Trump, used language that could be
exactly applied to the studio heads of nearly a century ago. Its central premise demonstrated that in
areas from racism and the use of sex to the amoral pursuit of power via corruption, little had changed:

These great white men are their own law. They see themselves as the smartest guys in
the room. They have the cunning to know how to hollow out others so that they can
own their souls. With the precision of an acupuncturist, they pinpoint that pressure
point that's the nexus of desire, sexual pleasure or ambition. 62
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Such connection between the values and behaviours of the studio founders and fascism
certainly once again belies the myth of leftist Hollywood. The hazards of such modes of thinking and
being, it can be asserted, went beyond the mere problem of production of problematic films. The facts
of 1930s Hollywood'’s real flirtations with genuine fascism have been on the whole obscured, if not
forgotten altogether. How many know today that Columbia head Harry Cohn kept a bust of Mussolini
on his office desk?'% In their own time, however, cultural studies intellectuals did indeed pick up on
the connection. As Sharon Marcus has written of the Frankfurt School and its broader circle in The
Drama of Celebrity (2019):

The critics who produced the first serious analyses of celebrity in the 1930s and 1940s
had two reference points: the authoritarian Hollywood studio system and the fascist,
propaganda-driven personality cults formed around Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini.%*

Of all the studio heads, Columbia’s Harry Cohn is most fascinating in this nexus of psychology,
worldview, and their manifestations into outright fascist practices within studio corporate culture. Like
many of the founding studio class, Cohn was raised in hardscrabble, lower-class New York City
around the turn of the century, interacting with gangsters and being educated in street smarts. (Unlike
most of the other immigrant founder class, he was born there.) His persona was so specifically
defined by his background that in the cocktail party game of guessing “who was Sammy Glick really
based upon in What Makes Sammy Run??”, Cohn was generally the leading contender for
Schulberg’s utterly amoral, unpleasant, and Machiavellian studio head. Marcus Loew, who had been
part of the initial merger of MGM, described his similar background in the tenements of Lower
Manhattan as a breeding ground for talent. Loew said that young men of this type had learned from
their slum upbringings to see all life as a battle, in which only the extraordinary would escape. “That’s
why so many successes come from the East Side,” Loew offered.'6®

Cohn had left school at fourteen, surviving through various suspect activities from pool hustling
to fencing stolen goods. When he arrived in Hollywood in the 1920s, he was a relative latecomer in
comparison to the other studio founders. Taking over the low-rent studio CBC, often disparagingly
referred to as “Corned Beef and Cabbage”, he renamed the business Columbia and set himself up in
jerry-rigged offices on Poverty Row. In fact, when the new group of filmmakers arrived in Los Angeles,
most began in the Poverty Row section of studios, an area of Gower Street known for B pictures and
extras looking for work. Frank Capra described Poverty Row as “a refuge for nervy and tenacious
Jews who couldn’t be bothered with the niceties of the creative process observed at many of the

larger studios”."®® The men who became Hollywood'’s power elite were each able to “graduate”
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eventually to A-list studio ownership, through both what can be positively termed business savvy but
also accurately described as improper business practices.

Gabler, in one of the psychosocial sections of his study on ethnicity and the studio founders,
described Cohn as centrally motivated by “the hurt of the outsider”, and that “[w]hat he believed most
devoutly was that power governed human affairs”.'®” Due to his lower-class upbringing and ethnic
outsider status, Cohn had developed a self-understanding that could never win at life by being
genteel. He resolved instead to win by being tough. As Gabler continued:

In a world based on self-interest and power, one had to be the most powerful. In a
world where one lacked the advantages of class and education, one had to
compensate with muscle and nerve'®... By stripping down the dynamics of class into a
kind of vicious Darwinism, Cohn obviously felt he was revealing the real rules in the
game of power."6°

There was no room in such a worldview as Cohn'’s for either empathy or abstract values like
humanity or communal spirit. In later-life interview, British director Victor Saville recalled that upon D-
Day and the ending of World War Il, many of the cast and crew at Columbia were stood around one
another embracing and crying, especially those of European and Jewish descent. Despite his own
ethnic background, it was just another day for Cohn. As Saville recalled, “Harry didn’t care. He wasn’t
European. He was making pictures”.'°

For his personality and business practices, indeed his entire ethos, Cohn was widely despised.
As Rita Hayworth biographer John Kobal wrote, “many people in Hollywood... considered Harry Cohn
the complete vulgarian”.'”! While composer Albert Schwartz correctly noted of Cohn and “his
vulgarity” and “lack of education” that “neither of which was a unique characteristic among the men in
his position”'"2, Cohn was nonetheless considered particularly odious. Douglas Fairbanks, Jr. was
more direct:

Cohn was not only bull-headed but a monster, probably one of the most detested
men in the hierarchy, and while one doesn’t mind coarseness and vulgarity in its
place, one doesn’t want it all the time.'"
Like many of his first-generation, studio-founding compatriots, Cohn hid an inferiority complex
about his lack of education with mockery of intellectuals and the arts. Behind his back, writers called
him an ‘illiterate bastard”, remarking that he couldn’t even spell the name of his own company. It was

true; Cohn was known to write “Colombia” on studio documents. In The Theory of the Leisure Class,
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Thorstein Veblen asserted that in the modern corporation of the early twentieth century an industrial
director did not require much intelligence. Rather, his primary necessary skill was an understanding of
causality in the chain of production.'* This could certainly be applied to the role of producer in both
actor anecdote and the findings of Powdermaker; in some ways it probably went double for the actual
studio founders.

In such an American business climate, those who had tangible or creative skills were not the
ones who rose to the top; the men who could find, manipulate, and exploit the talent of others to
personally profit were. As director Stanley Dwan shared with film historian John Kobal in later-life
interview, on Daryl Zanuck:

[H]e wasn’t an artist- he was a businessman. He was a guy who got money from some
source and sat at meetings and made decisions, but he didn’t have to do what we had
to do... They are thinking of the dollar while we are trying to develop something
human.'”®

Raymond Chandler had long before articulated just this creative’s perspective, writing in “Writers in
Hollywood” (1945):

Hollywood is a showman’s paradise. But showmen make nothing; they exploit

what someone else has made.... The showmen of Hollywood control the

making- and thereby degrade it.'"®
Chandler continued:

It is the essence of this system that it seeks to exploit a talent without permitting it
the right to be a talent. It cannot be done; you can only destroy the talent, which is
exactly what happens.'”’

While Cohn and some of the other more abusive studio founders and executives were known
for bullying all sorts of workers and both men and women, | am now addressing the psychosocial
dynamic of these men towards the star actress women, in particular— women they considered
themselves to have, quite literally, created. This highly gendered Pygmalion dynamic could strike on
multiple levels in Hollywood-- boyfriends, husbands, or directors all might force such a dynamic. But
producers, executives, and the studio founder class had a unique relationship to such a skewed
understanding of their women employees’ very personhood-- feeling that they had “made” the women
they “turned into” stars.

Such a dynamic was a powerful driving force of the male executive class in their mistreatment
of their women employees, and foundational to a dysfunctional sociocultural milieu built on abuse as

uncovered by Powdermaker. She determined that the particular sense that the star was not “real” in
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the sense of her own person who belonged to herself, but was in fact a construction designed and
owned by the studio, was pervasive. Moreover, it was the biggest factor in a kind of caste system that
despised actors and thus cemented their dehumanisation:

The actor is regarded by the studio as a valuable but synthetic product of make-up
department, cameraman, publicity agent, director, producer, and front office... The
publicity departments regard actors as property whose value they are responsible
for...178

As Powdermaker went on to explain in her chapter of Hollywood: The Dream Factory entitled “Actors
Are People”, there was no expectation of autonomy or really even basic human rights within the
system; rather, “[t]he star is thus regarded as the ward, property or creation of business manager,
agent, publicity man, producer and executive”.'”® All of this was a crucial part of a system open in its
prerogative to do whatever it liked with the employees it felt it had “created”.

The levels of contempt and misogyny might vary, from the axiom “I made her” to Harry Cohn’s
supercilious boasting that he could “get any broad off the street” and make her into a star by virtue of
his will. Maria di Battista quoted the philosopher Stanley Cavell in Fast-Talking Dames when he said,
“the creation of women is the business of men”.'® In this sense, the Pygmalion dynamic was not the
only one running rampant in Hollywood in these times. There was a Frankenstein element as well, in
the way men were destroying, cutting, demanding redesigns, and reshaping the bodies of women
whom they considered their creations. Liz Conor has written in The Spectacular Modern Woman that
these men considered themselves to be creating a woman who didn’t exist out of the technologies of
film. Such abuse by bodily construction and reconstruction will be addressed far more extensively in
Chapter Four, from the primary source perspective of the women upon whom it was inflicted.

Based on the findings of de Beauvoir, Powdermaker, and other theorists, it is not at all
surprising that such an ownership/god-creator narrative would have developed in this system. Such
systemic ownership of people, and particularly, of women by men, leads away from the specificity of
Hollywood and back to theorists of gendered domination across history and disciplines. Reading these
types of theorists, intriguingly, places studio Hollywood not at the vanguard of a modern media and
technology industry, but rather, situates it in centuries of primal patriarchy and misogyny. As Thorstein
Veblen had asserted:

[There is reason to believe that the institution of ownership has begun with the
ownership of persons, primarily women. The incentives to acquiring such property
have apparently been: (1) a propensity for dominance and coercion, (2) the utility of
these persons as evidence of the prowess of their owner, (3) the utility of their
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services... Women and other slaves are highly valued, both as an evidence of wealth
and as a means of accumulating wealth.'®

In this section of The Theory of the Leisure Class, Veblen went on to discuss how dating back to
ancient times, the keeping of many women was a sign of status. Surely the glowing popular press
descriptions of “stables” or “harems” of stars at the various studios is relevant here. Silvia Federici, in
writing feminist materialist history of capitalism, has described the period in modernity when “women
themselves became the commons”.'® Both of these connect the deep-seated sociocultural dynamic
at play here to Hollywood as a specific milieu in which the buying, selling, and trading around of
women by powerful men was a major part of their status-building. As de Beauvoir noticed of the
economic relation in her chapter on Hollywood stars in The Second Sex, the actress’ career is based
in her “representing capital to exploit in a man’s arms”.83
In fact, in her prescient chapter on the actress in The Second Sex, de Beauvoir already saw

the gendered capitalist exploitations of Hollywood in the relationship between older wealthy
industrialist and younger actress-mistress. She theorised that “by offering his girlfriend pearls and furs,
the industrialist or the producer displays his wealth and power through her”.'® de Beauvoir was
probably not directly referencing the well-known story of Marion Davies and William Randolph Hearst,
but later first-person recollection from Frederica Sagor Maas on Davies shows that de Beauvoir had it
exactly right. Davies wasn’t exactly pimped but was quite purchased and definitely abused. Maas
explained her friend Davies’ love-hate relationship with the older Hearst, “who had bought her teenage
favors by promoting her father to a federal 