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This article explores early publicity about Hollywood that promoted Los Angeles as 
a New West supporting a New Western Woman who became a key, if often slighted, 
element in the “grounding of modern feminism.” The New Western Woman was both 
an image that sought to attract more women into movie audiences and a reality that 
dramatized the unconventional and important roles played by women workers in the 
early motion picture industry. By describing these women as expertly navigating the 
city, the West, and professional ambitions simultaneoussly, this publicity created a 
booster literature that depicted Los Angeles as an urban El Dorado for single white 
women on the make. In response, tens of thousands of women moved west to work in 
the picture business, helping to make Los Angeles the first western boomtown where 
women outnumbered men. 

Here was a vision of the West, the West which spelled adventure, and 
that fantastic world of make believe, a picture studio, adventure, and 
strange people hers for the taking, and if God were good, the power to 
dream again.1 

Margaret Turnbull, The Close-Up (1918)

Margaret Turnbull was one of many women writers who 
wove the dreams of ordinary young white women into the origin 
stories that created Hollywood’s first social imaginary.2 Sold on a 
promise that quickly creaked with cliché, The Close-Up was the first 
novel advertised “to lift the veil” on motion picture production in 
Los Angeles by exposing the private lives of its female participants 
to public view. Turnbull wrote the book three years after leaving 

The author appreciates the advice of the anonymous reviewers of the Pacific Historical 
Review and Renee Laegreid of the Coalition for Western Women’s History.

1. Margaret Turnbull, The Close-Up (New York, 1918), 35. 
2. On social imaginaries as sense-making systems, see Charles Taylor, “Modern 

Social Imaginaries,” Public Culture, 14 (2002): 90.
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New York City to help her friend William De Mille organize the 
new scenario department at Lasky’s Feature Plays in Hollywood, 
California. She was a successful playwright, a published novelist, 
single, and just entering early middle age when she arrived at the 
Los Angeles Santa Fe Depot in 1915 and headed for her new job 
at an old barn down a dirt road lined with pepper trees.3 The flick-
ers, as some called the early industry’s workers, had just begun 
moving to Los Angeles with a speed that made the movies the larg-
est industry in both the city and state by 1920. Turnbull opened 
her novel with a dedication to three friends “who helped me dis-
cover California” and a note that declared: “the characters herein 
are entirely fictitious though what they do and stand for is true.”4

Like so much of this literature, the opening aimed to guide 
readers’ interpretations by framing this tale about “an imaginative, 
restless soul” who heads west to find a better present partly as sym-
bol of the particular desires women invested in pictures and their 
stars, partly as a socially realistic picture of what a wage-earning 
woman who landed there might expect. The novel begins with its 
twenty-seven year old protagonist, Kate Lawford, suffocating in the 
factory-like conditions of her secretarial job in New York. When 
Kate’s boss offers her a job helping to organize a new studio in Los 
Angeles, the fantastical visions of the freedom and fun that await 
prompt a hasty acceptance. The “little [movie] colony” does not 
disappoint. Kate begins as the studio’s office manager and ends 
as its biggest star. At the novel’s end, she lovingly bids the studio 
farewell and retires to marry a childhood sweetheart and run a 
California ranch. Here, then, is a place where a working girl “with 
lots of ‘nerve’” can find interesting work and professional mobil-
ity, dance till morning with friends of “delightful” warmth, and 

3. “The Close-up,” New York Times, Dec. 29, 1918, p. 61. Unless otherwise noted, I 
accessed all newspapers through the ProQuest Historical Newspapers. On Margaret Turn-
bull, see “Notes Written on the Screen,” New York Times, Jan. 24, 1915, pp. x, 8; “The 
Marriage Problem,” Atlanta Constitution, March 10, 1927, p. 9; “Miss M. Turnbull, Au-
thor, Scenarist,” New York Times, June 13, 1942, p. 15. From 1910–1930, women wrote 
between one quarter and half of screenplays. See Lizzie Francke, Script Girls: Women 
Screenwriters in Hollywood (London, 1994), ch. 1. On the culture of screenwriting, see 
Cari Beauchamp, Without Lying Down: Frances Marion and the Powerful Women of Early 
Hollywood (Berkeley, 1997); Wendy Holliday, “Hollywood’s Modern Women: Screen-
writing, Work Culture and Feminism, 1910–1940” (Ph.D. dissertation, New York Uni-
versity, 1995). Jesse Lasky with Don Weldon, I Blow My Own Horn (Garden City, N.Y., 
1957), 96.

4. Turnbull, The Close-Up, 1.
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experiment romantically with several men before selecting the one 
of her dreams.5 The novels about this scene that followed mostly 
offered a similar picture of what an ambitious working girl with 
“Brains and Beauty” (in the parlance of the day) and some luck 
might find in this New West.6

By 1900, a “stunning reversal” in western migration patterns 
paved the way for the creation of these new western myths as the 
movement of native-born white girls from family farms to western 
cities first outpaced the boys.7 For most of the nineteenth century, 
the great newspaper man Horace Greeley’s charge, “Go West, 
young man!” signaled a broad commitment to colonize the con-
tinent by sending the discontented men from all manner of Easts 
west. In the process, the West became not just a region populated 
mostly by multiethnic, single men, but a space that symbolized 
their hope for seizing the main chance. “To the rightly constituted 
Man, there always is, there always must be, opportunity,” Greeley 
assured in 1850, exhorting men to “turn . . . to the Great West, and 
there build up a home and fortune.”8 Even as the feminization of 

5. Ibid., 1, 64, 80, 222. Margaret Turnbull uses the term “colony” throughout the 
novel in place of Hollywood.

6. Caption under Norma Talmadge’s photograph, “In and Out of Focus: Norma 
Talmadge,” Feb. 2, 1919, Louella Parsons Scrapbook #3, Margaret Herrick Library, 
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Beverly Hills (hereafter Parsons Scrap-
book, Herrick Library). These professionally compiled press books contain everything 
she wrote; I read those from 1915 to 1922. Novels in which ambitious women who flour-
ished in Los Angeles include B. M. Bower, The Quirt (Boston, 1920); Henry Kitchell 
Webster, Real Life: Into Which Miss Leda Swan Of Hollywood Makes An Adventurous Excur-
sion (Indianapolis, 1921); Rupert Hughes, Souls For Sale (New York, 1922); Louis Joseph 
Vance, Linda Lee Inc. (New York, 1922); Harry Leon Wilson, Merton of the Movies (New 
York, 1922). Negative tales include Nina Putnam, Laughter Limited (New York, 1923), 
and Edgar Rice Burroughs, The Girl From Hollywood (New York, 1923).

7. Robert Hine and John Mack Faragher, The American West: A New Interpretative 
History (New Haven, Conn., 2000), 418. On the defeminization of the Midwest, see 
Bengt Ankarloo, “Agriculture and Women’s Work: Directions of Change in the West, 
1700–1900,” Journal of Family History, 4 (Summer 1979), 111–120; Joanne Meyerowitz, 
Women Adrift: Independent Wage Earners in Chicago, 1880–1930 (Chicago, 1988), 8–14; 
Joan Jensen, “‘I’d Rather Be Dancing: Wisconsin Women Moving On,’” Frontiers: A 
Journal of Women Studies, 22 (No. 2, 2001), 1–20.

8. Coy F. Cross, Horace Greeley’s Vision for America (Albuquerque, 1995); William 
Deverell, “To Loosen the Safety Valve: Eastern Workers in Western Lands,” Western 
History Quarterly, 19 (1988), 269–285. On population imbalance, see Glenda Riley, The 
Female Frontier: A Comparative View of Women on The Prairie and the Plains (Lawrence, 
Kans., 1988), ch. 2. Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and 
Myth (Cambridge, Mass., 1950). Horace Greeley quoted in Thomas Fuller, “‘Go West, 
young man!’—An Elusive Slogan,” Indiana Magazine of History, 100 (2004), 238.
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western migration became entrenched, cultural elites and popular 
entertainers alike looked west to revitalize and rework masculine 
ideals that many white men feared were under assault as women’s 
entrance into public life, the immigration of non-Anglos, and the 
corporatization of the workplace combined to threaten their en-
trenched privileges. But the long shadow cast by the West’s rela-
tionship to new masculine norms and the tendency to look east in 
studies on womanhood have obscured the modern West’s posses-
sion of Hollywood, perhaps the most powerful generator and lure 
for a New Western Woman in full flight from feminine norms.9

As a cultural concept, social reality, and frustratingly slip-
pery term, the “New Woman” arose with modern urbanity in 1895 
and was inconsistently applied to several generations of women 
who challenged different aspects of Victorian ladyhood. The term 
gained currency in discussions of the first generation of highly 
educated, middle-class women who challenged assumptions about 
women’s intellectual abilities and physical competencies by eschew-
ing marriage in record numbers for work in “male” professions, 
political activism, and social reform. By the 1910s the expression 
conjured images of women and “girls” who emerged from the 
working-class milieu associated with the leisure habits and labor 
conventions of female bohemians, entertainers, and ordinary wage-
workers.10 It was this scene that shaped most of those who created 

9. G. Edward White, The Eastern Establishment and the Western Experience: The West 
of Fredric Remington, Theodore Roosevelt and Owen Wister (New Haven, Conn., 1968); E. 
Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity from the Revolution 
to the Modern Era (New York, 1993), chs. 10–11; Matthew Basso, Laura McCall, and Dee 
Garceau, Across the Divide: Cultures of Manhood in the American West (New York, 2001), 
1–24. An exception is Renee M. Laegreid, Riding Pretty: Rodeo Royalty and the American 
West (Lincoln, Nebr., 2006).

10. Much has been written on Victorian middle-class sexual ideology; here I 
follow the ideas presented in Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood, 1820–
1860,” American Quarterly, 2 (1966), 151–174; Nancy Cott, “Passionlessness: An Inter-
pretation of Victorian Sexual Ideology,” Signs, 21 (1978), 219–236. On how the New 
Woman challenged that older image, see Lois Rudnick, “The New Woman,” in Adele 
Heller and Lois Rudnick, eds., 1915: The Cultural Moment (New Brunswick, N.J., 1991), 
68–91; Estelle Freedman, “The New Woman,” Journal of American History, 61 (1974), 
372–393. See also Kathy Peiss, “Charity Girls and City Pleasure: Historical Notes on 
Working-Class Sexuality, 1880–1920,” in Peiss and Christina Simmons, eds., Passion 
and Power: Sexuality in History (Philadelphia, 1989); Peiss, Cheap Amusements: Working 
Women and Leisure in Turn of the Century New York (Philadelphia, 1986); Lauren Rabino-
vitz, For the Love of Pleasure: Women, Movies and Culture in Turn-of-the-Century Chicago (New 
Brunswick, N.J., 1998); Miriam Hansen, Babel and Babylon: Spectatorship in American 
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and embodied the modern West’s New Woman. At the center of 
their vision stood a “peerless fearless girl” like the “serial-queen” 
Pearl White who invited her mostly female fans to identify with a 
protagonist liberated from many of the customary restraints that 
economic dependence and the cult of domesticity placed on their 
bodies and hearts. “You know my adventurous spirit and desire to 
live and realize the greatest things,” White reminds her crest-fallen 
suitor in the first episode of The Perils of Pauline after rejecting his 
marriage proposal so that she can gather material for the novel 
she wants to write. White’s supposed real life persona presented an 
even more extreme vision of the American West’s New Woman: an 
Ozark-raised, former circus performer turned globetrotting, single 
cosmopolitan who sought European “pleasure jaunts” and “beef-
steak [automobiling] and aviation” for fun. Artfully blending so-
cial reality with desire, the bohemian social settings and circus-like 
work environments they occupied depicted ordinary young women 
as enjoying unrivaled opportunities for physical mobility, roman-
tic exploration, and professional satisfaction. This image explains 
why so many working girls and their elders around the world came 
to view what happened in Hollywood as having consequences for 
their own lives.11

The enormous popularity of these figures and the landscapes 
they traversed buoyed Hollywood’s rise, prompting derision, plea-
sure, and fear. Indeed, these heroines and the “movie struck girls” 
who loved them provoked reactions among much of the respectable 
middle class that were part and parcel of changes more famously 

Silent Film (Cambridge, Mass., 1991); Nan Enstad, Ladies of Labor, Girls of Adventure: 
Working Women, Popular Culture and Labor Culture and the Turn of the Twentieth Century 
(New York, 1999); Susan Glenn, Female Spectacle: The Theatrical Roots of Modern Feminism 
(Cambridge, Mass, 2000); Christine Stansell, American Moderns: Bohemian New York and 
the Creation of a New Century (New York, 2000).

11. Pearl White said her fan mail was “mostly from women,” including more than 
a “few mash notes.” See Julian Johnson, “The Girl on the Cover,” Photoplay, April 1919, 
p. 58. Scholarship on how serial queens “abetted feminist propaganda” dates to Wal-
lace Davies, “The Truth About Pearl White,” Films in Review (Nov. 1959), p. 544. The 
best new treatments of serial queens’ representation of tensions over normative audi-
ence practices and femininity, see Shelley Stamp, Movie-Struck Girls: Women and Motion 
Picture Culture after the Nickelodeon (Princeton, N.J., 2000), ch. 3; Ben Singer, Melodramas 
of Modernity: Early Sensation Cinema and Its Contexts (New York, 2001), ch. 8; Pearl White, 
“Through Fire and Air” [episode title], The Perils of Pauline (Pathé, 1914), viewed on 
Kino; Moving Picture Stories, Feb. 21, 1919, p. 3, quoted in Stamp, Movie-Struck Girls, 143. 
On Hollywood’s dominance of the world film market after the war, see Ruth Vasey, 
The World According to Hollywood, 1918–1939 (Madison, Wisc., 1997).
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associated with the outrage and titillation over middle-class flap-
pers and the so-called youth revolt after World War I. Yet the plea-
sure-seeking habits of newly mobile, single working girls staked out 
this territory earlier, helping to launch the first sexual revolution.12 
“The whole revolution in the field of sexual morals turns upon the 
fact that external control of the chastity of women is becoming im-
possible,” as Walter Lippmann summed up the controversy by the 
end of the 1920s.13 Several nationwide panics during the Progres-
sive Era erupted as a result. Panics over “white slavery,” the birth 
control movement, and the appearance of a large class of sexually 
delinquent “problem girls” all displayed the enormous efforts spent 
keeping non-marital female sexuality under others’ control.14 His-
torians have also documented the many dangers and limitations 
experienced by this first generation of women to work en masse for 
wages outside the home and factory.15 Racism, nativism, and gen-
dered assumptions about the family wage all raised barriers that 
left most women laboring below the poverty line and vulnerable to 
predatory male employers. This context is crucial. But the seem-
ingly relentless focus on modernity’s dark side has at times left the 
impression that women’s challenges to domestic patriarchy present 
a story best told in the declensionist mode.

12. William A. Page, “The Movie-Struck Girl,” Woman’s Home Companion, 48 
(June 1918), 18 -75. The indispensable account of the “youth revolt” among the college 
set remains Paula Fass, The Damned and the Beautiful: American Youth in the 1920s (New 
York, 1979).

13. Walter Lippmann, A Preface to Morals (New York, 1929), 288.
14. The literature on white slavery is large and part of the larger literature on 

prostitution in this era. Good places to start include Brian Donovan, White Slave Cru-
sades: Race, Gender, and Anti-Vice Activism, 1887–1917 (Urbana, Ill., 2006); Barbara Meil 
Hobson, Uneasy Virtue: The Politics of Prostitution and the American Reform Tradition (New 
York, 1987). The best case for white slavery as a moral panic is Mark Connelly, The Re-
sponse to Prostitution in the Progressive Era (Chapel Hill, 1980), 114–135. On battles over 
birth control, see John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of 
Sexuality in America (New York, 1998), 171–228. On the gendered construction of delin-
quency, see Regina Kunzel, Fallen Women, Problem Girls: Unmarried Mothers and the Pro-
fessionalization of Social Work, 1890–1945 (New Haven, Conn., 1993); Ruth Alexander, 
The ‘Girl Problem’: Female Sexual Delinquency in New York, 1900–1930 (Ithaca, N.Y., 1995); 
Mary Odem, Delinquent Daughters: Protecting and Policing Adolescent Female Sexuality in the 
United States, 1885–1920 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1995). The Hays Code refers to the indus-
try’s internal censorship system, enforced after 1934. On its obsession with the sexual 
double standard, see Lea Jacobs, The Wages of Sin: Censorship and the Fallen Woman Film, 
1928–1942 (Madison, Wisc., 1991).

15. The best overall treatment is Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work: A History of 
Wage-Earning Women in the United States (New York, 1982).
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The New Western Women created by the industry’s mostly 
women writers and publicists turned the darkest versions of such 
tales, of naïfs brought to ruin in the city, on their head. Breezily 
describing the City of Angels as an urban El Dorado for intrepid 
migrants, this booster literature often used an appeal to feminism 
to sell the industry and its new home to female fans. This hopeful 
picture of women’s future was not just the stuff of dreams: In this 
era the protections, prerogatives, and professional opportunities 
that California and motion pictures offered women workers, par-
ticularly those who were white, surpassed those in other regions 
and industries. During the 1910s and 1920s women outnumbered 
men as stars and also wrote, publicized, directed, edited and pro-
duced films in numbers unequaled until the 1980s.16 The many 
women who responded to these promotions and moved west to 
work in some aspect of the picture business helped to make Los 
Angeles the first western boomtown where women outnumbered 
men.17 Cultural commentators from both inside and outside the 
city fastened on women’s unusual prominence in Los Angeles, par-
ticularly within the bohemian movie colony where even the most 
ordinary women workers, the so-called extra girls, appeared to 
live happily like bachelors in boomtowns of yore. Such depictions 
courted the excitement of fans and concern among the respect-
able. In this way, these mass-produced narratives and personalities 
joined the larger discussion about the terms under which women’s 
liberation should advance, becoming another essential element in 
the “grounding of modern feminism.”18

16. See Karen Ward Mahar, Women Filmmakers in Early Hollywood (Baltimore, 
2006); Samantha Barbas, The First Lady of Hollywood: A Biography of Louella Parsons 
(Berkeley, 2006); Jennifer M. Bean and Diane Negra, eds., A Feminist Reader in Early 
Cinema (Durham, NC, 2002); Eileen Whitfield, Pickford: The Woman Who Made Holly-
wood (Lexington, 1997); Shelly Stamp and Amelie Hastie, eds. Of a special issue titled 
“Women and the Silent Screen,” Film History, 18 (2006); Mark Garrett Cooper, Univer-
sal Women: Filmmaking and Institutional Change in Early Hollywood (Urbana, Ill., 2010). 
Antonia Lant, ed., Red Velvet Seat: Women’s Writings on the First Fifty Years of Cinema (Lon-
don, 2006).

17. Warren S. Thompson, Growth and Changes in California’s Population (Los Ange-
les, 1955), 16–17; Frank L. Beach, “The Effects of Westward Movement on California’s 
Growth and Development, 1900–1920,” International Migration Review, 3 (1969), 25.

18. I follow Nancy Cott in emphasizing the importance of “sex rights,” sexual 
equality, difference, and variety to feminism; my definition does not emphasize formal 
political action since this would exclude most women outside the educated middle 
class and was not original central to feminism, see Nancy F. Cott, The Grounding of 
Modern Feminism (New Haven, Conn., 1987), 7–9.
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Go West!

Women journalists writing in the new motion picture sections 
of newspapers and in fan magazines did the most to help their 
mostly female readers imagine this New West. The “moving picture 
has opened a great new field for women folk,” where her “origi-
nality,” “perseverance,” and “brains are coming to be recognized 
on the same plane as [a] man’s,” declared Gertrude Price in the 
Toledo News-Bee.19 Price was among several prominent female “mo-
tion picture experts” who created Hollywood’s social imaginary in 
these years, explaining not just how the business worked but also 
who mattered to the industry and why. In Breaking into the Movies 
(1927), publicist Virginia Morris explained how the industry’s pre-
occupation with the female fan turned publicity writing into field 
that sought both sexes. Since “the large majority of film audiences 
consisted of women” eager to know about “the feminine star,” pro-
ducers decided “that the woman picture patron could be most eas-
ily reached by information written from the feminine angle.” The 
strategy of using women writers to appeal to other women was just 
one of multiple tactics devised to attract more women into movie 
audiences during the 1910s, including theater promotions offer-
ing everything from child care to beauty products, as well as talent 
contests promising to help hopefuls enter the business and film 
story lines focusing on the dashing exploits of serial-queens.20 Al-
though reliable statistics are scarce, most agree that the number 
of women moviegoers surged as a result.21 By 1914 motion picture 

19. Toledo News-Bee, March 3, 1914, quoted in Richard Abel, Americanizing the Mov-
ies and ‘Movie-Mad’ Audiences, 1910–1914 (Berkeley, 2006), 247. Beginning in 1912, Ger-
trude Price was the “moving picture expert” for the Scripps-McRae newspapers that 
targeted working-class women. See Gerald Baldasty, E. W. Scripps and the Business of 
Newspapers (Urbana, Ill., 1999).

20. Many of these “experts” published in Photoplay, the largest fan magazine with a 
circulation of 2 million. See Kathryn Fuller, At the Picture Show: Small Town Audiences and 
the Creation of Movie Culture (Washington, D.C., 1996), ch. 8. I read Photoplay for the years 
between 1915 and 1922, during which women wrote more than two-thirds of the stories 
with bylines. Virginia Morris, “Women in Publicity,” in Charles Reed Jones, ed., Breaking 
Into the Movies (New York, 1927), 204–205. The periodical index of fan magazines at the 
Margaret Herrick Library lists 120 such talent contests between 1912 and 1922, but they 
virtually disappeared after 1930. See also Stamp, Movie-Struck Girls, ch. 3.

21. Few reliable statistics exist, but most commentators agreed that the industry 
increasingly focused on attracting women after 1910, viewing them as its “ideal,” most 
“fanatic” members between the 1920s and 1940s. My interest is this widespread percep-
tion, not a particular statistic. See Benjamin Hampton, A History of the Movies, From its 
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editors and publicity departments advised theater owners that 
women and girls were the principal readers of moving picture 
news. By the early 1920s, Photoplay, the nation’s largest monthly 
fan magazine, estimated that women made up 75 percent of movie 
fans. One editorial extolled the movies as a “blessed refuge” for 
“the lonely girl” without “the money for expensive drama” after 
a hard day’s work. Another assured these young women: “if . . . 
not for you the photoplay would not exist.” As a result, the movies’ 
ideal spectator—the most fanatical one who kept abreast of all the 
latest news—became a figure whom insiders imagined as a young 
white woman eager to identify with role models who offered les-
sons about how to become someone new.22

Like all good mythmakers, writers shaped their tales about 
the industry’s female personalities as much to answer the per-
ceived needs of this ideal fan as to fit the facts. As with western 
myths more generally, these stories were not completely fictions, 
but a blend of wish fulfillment and social reflection.23 The journal-
ists downplayed some aspects of women’s accomplishments, such 
as their managerial roles, while they exaggerated others, such as 

Beginnings to 1931 (1931; New York, 1970), 224–226; Leo Rosten, Hollywood: The Movie 
Colony, The Movie Makers (New York, 1941), 12–15, Appendix H, “Fan Mail”; Stamp, 
Movie-Struck Girls, 10–40; Gaylyn Studlar, “The Perils of Pleasure? Fan Magazine Dis-
course as Women’s Commodified Culture in the 1920s,” Wide Angle, 13 ( Jan. 1991), 
6–33; Rabinovitz, For the Love of Pleasure; Richard Koszarski, An Evening’s Entertainment: 
The Age of the Silent Picture Feature (Berkeley, 1991), 29–30; Hansen, Babel and Babylon, 
245–268; Melvyn Stokes, “The Female Audience of the 1920s and early 1930s,” in Stokes 
and Richard Maltby, eds., Identifying Hollywood’s Audiences: Cultural Identity and the Mov-
ies (London, 1999), 42–60; Richard Abel, “Fan Discourse in the Heartland: The Early 
1910s,” Film History, 18 (2006), 146.

22. See Abel, “Fan Discourse in the Heartland,” 146–147; Photoplay, Nov. 1924, 
quoted in Studlar, “The Perils of Pleasure?” 7; “The Lonely Girl,” Photoplay, Aug. 1919, 
p. 27; “To A Young Girl,” in ibid., Feb. 1919, p. 23; Norman Anthony, “Movie Fanatics,” 
in ibid., June 1921, p. 40.

23. By myths I mean metaphorical guides to a society’s values that suggest how 
a culture frames and answers key questions and contradictions. They depict an imag-
ined past while structuring an equally imagined present and future. The literature on 
western mythology is immense; my approach follows Fred Erisman, “The Enduring 
Myth and the Modern West,” in Gerald Nash and Richard Etulain, eds., Researching  
Western History, Topics in the Twentieth Century (Albuquerque, 1997), 167–186; Hine and 
Faragher, The American West, 472–511; William Cronon, “Turner’s First Stand,” in Richard 
W. Etulain, ed., Writing Western History: Essays on Major Western Historians (Albuquerque, 
1991), 73–102; Ann Fabian, “History for the Masses,” in Cronon, George Miles, and 
Jay Gitlin, eds., Under an Open Sky: Rethinking America’s Western Past (New York, 1992), 
223–238.
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the frequency with which extras became stars. But, as women ex-
perts explained to women readers how ordinary women became 
extraordinary New Western Women they helped to create a fe-
male-centered leisure space that reinforced two impressions: that 
Hollywood’s New West supported women’s active pursuit of their 
desires, and that fans’ heroine worship of the industry’s New West-
ern Women in the movies furthered their ambitions as a sex.24 The 
mode of address used in fan discourse partially prefigured how the 
Hollywood star system helped to spread the consumer ethos that 
exploded during the 1920s.25 These publicity writers employed a 
coffee-klatch tone and folksy manner that suited the needs of ex-
panding corporate media structures that sought to preserve an in-
timate feel despite their scale, blurring the lines separating hard 
(political) news from soft (cultural), city from country, working 
from middle class, in order to attract the largest possible mar-
ket share of women with a modicum of disposable cash. By 1924 
advertisers were using the slogan “The Colonel’s Lady and Judy 
O’Grady” were “sisters under the skin” to signal their belief that 
the same emotions joined the so-called class and mass markets—
the middle-class ladies and immigrants—into one great feminine 
consumer-target. According to the advertising trade journal, Print-
ers’ Ink, all these women led “monotonous and humdrum lives” 
and craved “glamour and color.” Industry publicists presented the 
New West as a place designed to fill these needs. Yet these writers 
often used glamour to encourage fans to claim privileges long ex-
clusively associated with the masculine sex.26

No single person did more to publicize the liberatory possi-
bilities of this New West for women than journalist and publicist 
Louella Parsons. Born in 1881 and raised in Dixon, Illinois, Parsons 

24. Janet Flanner, “The Male Background,” Photoplay, Dec. 1920, p. 33.
25. Lary May, Screening Out the Past: The Birth of Mass Culture and the Motion Picture 

Industry (New York, 1980), ch. 8.
26. Roland Marchand, Advertising the American Dream: Making Way for Modernity, 

1920–1940 (Berkeley, 1985), 6, especially 675. Photoplay suggested that movie produc-
ers embraced the “Judy O’Grady” construction first; see Dorothy Philips (Mrs. Allen 
Holubar), “How to Hold Him,” Photoplay, Nov. 1920, p. 47; Printers’ Ink, quoted in 
Marchand, Advertising the American Dream, 67. On glamour’s normalization of new gen-
der norms, see Peter Bailey, Popular Culture and Performance in the Victorian City (Cam-
bridge, U.K., 1998), ch. 7; Joanne Meyerowitz, “Women, Cheesecake, and Boderline 
Material: Responses to Girlie Pictures in the Mid-Twentieth-Century U.S.,” Journal of 
Women’s History, 8 (1996), 9–33.
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was the granddaughter of a women’s rights activist and the daugh-
ter of a “stage-struck girl.” A divorce in 1912 sent Parsons and her 
young daughter Harriet to the New West’s gateway city of Chicago, 
where she worked as a secretary at a newspaper. When Essanay Film 
Company held a contest offering cash prizes for promising “scenar-
ios” (short plot summaries that served as early movie scripts), Par-
sons sought work as an editor there. Two years later she turned her 
“inside knowledge” of Essanay into a qualification to write a column 
at the Chicago Herald-Record focused on the movie industry’s person-
alities. By 1916 Parsons not only edited the paper’s motion picture 
section but was a nationally syndicated daily columnist who special-
ized in spinning romantic stories about women’s mobility in the 
New West. An English fan magazine soon proclaimed Parsons the 
“Queen of the American publicity writers” and “probably the most 
prolific writer of fan stuff in the States—which is going some.”27 In 
this way, the industry provided Parsons with the means to effect the 
kind of near-magical personal transformation that she depicted in 
tales about independent, resourceful, and glamorous heroines who 
often encouraged readers to follow in their tracks. In the process, 
Parsons became at once agent and symbol, cause and consequence, 
of the industry’s production of a New Western Woman.

Parsons routinely described Los Angeles and its chief indus-
try as a haven for women frustrated with conventional feminin-
ity, depicting the city as a sexually egalitarian frontier. Stories in 
this vein reworked the frontier mythology that then commanded 
so many Americans’ view of the past. They portrayed young white 
women as the key adventurers in a Gold Rush business that served 
as a release for feminist, rather than working-class male, unrest. 
In a 1918 column that “Every Girl Who Is Determined to Become 
a Picture Actress Should Read,” sheshowcased the feminine quali-
ties required to succeed in this New West.28 According to Parsons, 
actress Dorothy Dalton recognized that fate was knocking after 
seeing just one film, so she quit her job in a midwestern stock com-
pany and “took herself to California.” “There was Dorothy Dalton, 

27. See Jackson Lears, Rebirth of a Nation: The Making of Modern America, 1877–
1920 (New York, 2009). See Barbas, The First Lady of Hollywood, 1–60; George Eells, 
Hedda and Louella: A Dual Biography of Hedda Hopper and Louella Parsons (New York, 
1973), 1–95, 89.

28. “Every Girl Who Is Determined to Become a Picture Actress Should Read 
This Story of Dorothy Dalton,” Feb. 10, 1918, Parsons Scrapbook #2.
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many miles from home,” Parsons empathized, “with a good job in 
the past and nothing in the future. Most girls would have sat down 
and cried or begged on bended knee” after encountering dozens 
of refusals at the studio lots that mushroomed around Los Angeles 
between 1915 and 1920s. Yet she persevered and won a contract at 
Triangle Studios in Culver City in the end, allowing Parsons to treat 
her experience as a parable about what a woman with grit and good 
grace could expect. A piece about the scenarist Josephine Quirk’s 
move from New York to Los Angeles marshaled Horace Greeley’s 
well-worn ideas for new ends. “When Horace Greeley penned 
those immortal words, ‘Go West, Young Man,’ he failed to reckon 
with the feminine contingent,” Parsons observed, excusing, “That 
of course was before the days of feminism.” “In the good old days 
when Horace philosophized over the possibilities in the golden 
west he thought the only interest the fair sex could have . . . was to 
go as a helpmate to man,” she continued. But, “In the present day, 
if milady goes west she travels not to sew on buttons or do the fam-
ily washing, she goeth to make her own fortune.”29 The counsel un-
derscored these heroines navigation of both the city and the West, 
terrains long thought to endanger white women’s moral virtue and 
physical safety.

The celebrity of some of the first film stars—serial-queens 
like Pearl White—rested on their confident transversal of the 
West and its modern metropolitan frontier, Los Angeles. As the 
first genre designed to appeal to women, serials indicated female 
fans’ attraction to Westerns when they featured heroines who took 
part in the action. Released in both print and film formats on a 
weekly or monthly basis, an ongoing adventure plot held the in-
dividual episodes together. As was customary, the actresses went 
unaccredited in these films, but the journalistic discourse that 
ran alongside the print versions made Mary Fuller, Helen Hol-
mes, and White into stars.30 In short, as Shelley Stamp and Ben 
Singer have discussed, the craze over serials coincided with the 
star system’s development. Beginning with Mary Fuller in the first 
female-centered serial thriller, What Happened to Mary (1912–1913), 
stories about their personas, or “real” lives, celebrated how these 

29. “Josephine Quirk Is Following Horace Greeley’s Advice and Going West,” 
Nov. 21, 1920, Parsons Scrapbook #4.

30. Although it ignores gender, see Richard deCordova, Picture Personalities: The 
Emergence of the Star System in America (Champaign, Ill., 1990).
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women inspired their parts; they were said to perform their own 
stunts after all.31 Edna Vercoe, a teenage fan in Chicago, favored 
such stories in her “movy album.” “Mary Fuller a Real Heroine,” 
declared one article about Fuller’s protection of the cast and crew 
from snakes during a recent shoot. “Miss Fuller finds that her pro-
ficiency in riding, shooting, and other outdoor sports” was “most 
helpful in creating many of her parts,” announced another. Since 
health problems often kept Vercoe in bed, her taste for action 
adventure heroines appears a poignant wish fulfillment. Indeed, 
most film scholars agree that the focus on these women’s authen-
tic bravery and athleticism sold fans “a fantasy of female power” 
that was nonetheless tempered by their “equally vivid exposition 
of female defenselessness and weakness” that required the inter-
vention of a strong, male hand.32

Such a view captures the ambivalence that New Women hero-
ines often provoked, but it misses the erotic tension that female fans 
may have enjoyed while watching these specifically western hero-
ines oscillate between aggression and subservience, pleasure and 
pain. Such a tension later powered the rise of so-called Latin lovers 
like Rudolph Valentino, whose great success suggested both the de-
sire of female fans to act the independent, sensual adventuress and 
their fears about the part.33 “The more I saw the picture the more I 
fell in love with the handsome hero—I resented him for his abrupt 
and brutal manners but still I used to care for him,” was how one 
Chicago moviegoer recalled Valentino’s effect in The Sheik (1921).34 
Variety called The Sheik “preposterous” but admitted that it “won 
out” because “it dealt with every caged woman’s desire to be caught 
up in a love clasp by some he-man who would take responsibility 
and dispose of the consequences.” “Seems like an ordinary picture,” 

31. What Happened to Mary (Edison, 1912). On the focus on danger, see Jenni-
fer Bean, “Technologies of Gender and the Extraordinary Body,” in Bean and Negra, 
eds., A Feminist Reader in Early Cinema, 404–443.

32. Singer, Melodramas of Modernity, 224, 255.
33. Lears, Rebirth of a Nation, 250. See also Janice Radway, Reading the Romance: 

Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1991). On Rudolph Valen-
tino’s ethnicity, see Gaylyn Studlar, This Mad Masquerade: Stardom and Masculinity in the 
Jazz Age (New York, 1996), 150–198.

34. “The Motion Picture Autobiographies,” Case 9, compiled by Herbert Blumer 
(hereafter “The Motion Picture Autobiographies,” with case and page numbers), in 
Garth Jowett, Ian Jarvie, and Kathryn Fuller, eds., Children and the Movies: Media Influ-
ence and the Payne Fund Controversy (Cambridge, U.K., 1996). The Sheik (Famous-Players 
Lasky, 1921), viewed on Paramount Home Video.
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remarked one exhibitor, “but as a lady patron remarked, ‘How that 
man can love!’”35 It is also worth noting that, as western protago-
nists, these heroines had to both wield and tolerate pain in order to 
prove their valor and achieve “progress.” This ability was a hallmark 
of the iconic masculinity associated with western heroes. Silent 
western films exaggerated and then spread the association between 
modern “Americanism,” its sensationally mobile men, and its often 
violent action around the world. The longest running serial, The 
Hazards of Helen (1914–1917), illustrated how the genre promoted a 
similar vision of modern American women.36 Even a cursory glance 
at the extant prints of Hazards displays the mise-en-scène of a modern 
Western, as giant locomotives, fleet horses, speedy motorcycles, and 
rifle-toting good and bad guys continually track back and forth 
across the dusty, open Californian spaces. Like the men with whom 
she works, this New Western Woman undergoes constant tests of 
her daring, bravery, and physical prowess. A telegraph operator 
charged with running a large railroad station whose trains are un-
der repeated assault, Helen is the sole female in this Wild West, a 
woman who rides and shoots and rescues and is rescued by her fel-
lows. Moreover, the publicity about Hazards’ first lead, Helen Hol-
mes, emphasized her identity as a genuine westerner, born in “her 
father’s private car somewhere between Chicago and Salt Lake” and 
raised “in the railroad yards.” An excellent horsewoman reputed to 
perform all of her own stunts, Holmes insisted that doing so was 
just “one of the demands upon a leading woman that must be met” 
without “losing sympathy or that air of femininity of which we are 
all so proud,” explaining by that “I mean the heroic side, deeds of 
valor, based on the highest ideals.”37

35. “The Sheik,” Variety, Nov., 11, 1921, p. 37; “What the Picture Did for Me,” Ex-
hibitors’ Herald, April 8, 1922, p. 89.

36. Richard Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth Cen-
tury America (New York, 1992), 11; Andrew B. Smith, Shooting Cowboys and Indians: Si-
lent Western Films, American Culture, and the Birth of Hollywood (Boulder, Colo., 2003); 
Abel, Americanizing the Movies, ch. 4; Miriam Hansen, “The Mass Production of the 
Senses,” in Christine Gledhill and Linda Williams, eds., Reinventing Film Studies (Lon-
don, 2000), 332–350.

37. The Hazards of Helen (Kalem, 1914–1917); series titles that I viewed on Yester-
year Video include #82 Leap from the Water Tower; #62 Pay Train; #60 In Danger’s Path; 
and#63 The Open Tracks On Helen Holmes’s persona, see file 7, scrapbook 3, box 1, 
Vercoe Collection, Herrick Library; Holmes Core Clippings, in ibid.; Holmes Clip-
pings, Robinson Locke Scrapbooks (hereafter Locke Scrapbooks), New York Public 

PHR8002_01.indd   190 3/9/11   11:30:58 AM



New Western Women in Hollywood 191

Serial queens like Holmes also displayed a knack for jug-
gling displays of masculine power while remaining highly desir-
able not just to women but to men as well. “This slim, seductively 
rounded young woman with the luring lips and the ‘come-hither’ 
eyes, looked to be a most dangerous person,” yet she also married 
the serial’s director, J. P. MacGowan and adopted a baby girl. For 
Holmes, marriage and motherhood produced not fewer public re-
sponsibilities but more. When MacGowan fell ill in 1915, Holmes 
took charge of directing, writing, and managing Hazards, in 1917 
they went into production on their own. Indeed, many publicists 
celebrated how these workingwomen acted as romantic role mod-
els by combining professional responsibilities with happy homes.38 
The stance placed their marriages in a cultural vanguard, since 
most viewed work for white women after marriage as destructive to 
both masculine and feminine norms.39 A story titled “Old Lives For 
New; in which Florence Vidor demonstrates that the New Woman 
“may do justice to both a home and a career,” found Vidor explain-
ing that a woman with “a real, deep undeniable craving for a form 
of self expression” did “more for her family by answering that call.” 
In this way, Vidor modeled a woman whose reinforcing passions—
for husband, child, and work—demanded a new life. A multi-part 
forum conducted by Adela Rogers St. Johns on the topic of what 
made a happy marriage underlined that a modern marriage re-
quired foremost finding a modern man. “Choose your husband 
well!” actress Constance Talmadge instructed. Like Talmadge, all 
the women emphasized that a happy marriage demanded a hus-
band who supported his wife’s work. Scenarist Frances Marion 
went further, redefining “true marriage” as one that allowed a 
wife to give “all that is best in her to her profession.” According 

Library for the Performing Arts. “Action is the Spice of Life,” New York Telegraph, Nov. 
21, 1915, envelope 737, vol. 1, Holmes’s Clippings, Locke Scrapbooks.

38. “A Charming Dare-Devil,” Pictures and the Picture-Goer, March 13, 1915, enve-
lope 737, vol. 1, Holmes’s Clippings, Locke Scrapbooks; George Craig, “When Helen 
Rented a Baby,” n.p., n.d., file 7, scrapbook 3, box 1, Vercoe Collection. For a sam-
pling of stories by Parsons, see “Gloria Swanson a Bride,” Dec. 12, 1919, Parsons Scrap-
book #3; “In and Out of Focus: Ouida Bergere,” Jan. 18, 1920, Parsons Scrapbook #4; 
“In and Out of Focus: Anita Loos, Who Looks Like a Movie Star and in Reality is the 
Brainy Young Woman Who Writes Them,” March 16, 1919, Parsons Scrapbook #3; “In 
and Out of Focus: Miriam Cooper,” July 25, 1920, Parsons Scrapbook #4; “The Woman 
Pays Club,” April 18, 1920, Parsons Scrapbook #4; “Earning Her Rights,” May 20, 1920, 
Parsons Scrapbook #4.

39. Cott, Grounding of Modern Feminism, ch. 6.
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to Marion, a happy marriage, Hollywood-style, featured partners 
who “work together and play together, have a happy home and get 
along splendidly.” 40

Yet many cultural custodians increasingly charged that such 
stars encouraged not settled domestic bliss but decidedly unlady-
like behavior among their female fans.41 “I have always liked pretty 
women. When I’d see them in the movies I positively would try to 
act like them. . . . I think the movies have a great deal to do with 
the present day so-called ‘wildness,’” explained a woman in a “mo-
tion picture autobiography” that sociologist Herbert Blumer col-
lected from Chicago youths for the Payne Film Study (PFS). The 
first large-scale effort to document the effect of movies on youth, 
the PFS responded to mounting alarm over the displacement of 
traditional models of authority among the young by movie stars. In 
their accounts, women struck with what Moving Picture World called 
“serialitis” described an experience that supports film critic Eliza-
beth Cowie’s thesis that the process of identification stems from 
fans sharing “a structural relation of desire” with characters—in 
this case, with their independent pursuit of sex and adventure. 
The account of one self-described “naturally reserved” woman 
displayed the intense empathy produced by “following up some 
serial. . . . three or four nights a week.” “I started, I believe, to suf-
fer as much as the girl of the story did,” she admitted, adding “I 
admired Miss White for her daring and courage. . . . I can recall 
distinctly saying to myself, ‘Oh, what a Lucky Girl to have enough 
money to take a trip like that—a trip across the wild desert,” and 

40. Joan Jordan, “Old Lives for New,” Photoplay, April 1921, pp. 44–46; this piece 
reported an interview with Florence Vidor. See also Florence Vidor, “Does Marriage 
Help or Hurt a Movie Star?” Chicago Herald and Examiner, Oct. 2, 1921, pt. V, p. 8; 
Adela Rogers St. Johns, “What They Think About Marriage!” Photoplay, April 1921, 
pp. 20–22, 110. Those interviewed included Gloria Swanson; Frances Marion; Pearl 
White; Norma Talmadge; Constance Talmadge; Mae Murray; Anita Stewart; and Jus-
tine Johnstone. See also St. Johns, “What Does Marriage Mean?” Photoplay, Dec. 1920, 
pp. 28–31; St. Johns, “More About Marriage,”in ibid., May 1921, pp. 24–26, 105; Joan 
Jordan, “Old Lives for New,” in ibid., April 1921, pp. 44–46. Ada Patterson, “How a 
Stage or Screen Marriage Can Be Made Happy,” in ibid., Feb. 1921, pp. 32–33, 105.

41. This was the determination of the University of Chicago’s Payne Film Study 
(PFS), conducted between 1928 and 1932. For the popularized, best-selling version, 
see Henry James Forman, Our Movie Made Children (New York, 1933). On its politics, 
see Jowett, Jarvie, and Fuller, eds., Children and the Movies, 1–14. See also Robert S. 
Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, Middletown, A Study in Modern American Culture (San 
Diego, 1929), 242–267; Fred Greenstein, “New Light on Changing Values,” Social Forces, 
42 (1964), 441–450.

PHR8002_01.indd   192 3/9/11   11:30:58 AM



New Western Women in Hollywood 193

concluding, “Oh, how daring! If only it were I!” Another Chicago 
girl recalled how her “idols” “gave me an inkling of what I could do 
with that sense of adventure of mine.” “All summer this long legged 
girl in her teens, who should have been learning to bake and sew for 
her future husband, ran wild,” becoming a “bold, brazen hussy” who 
pursued the men she liked. “When I came away to college instead of 
getting married . . . I definitely proved that I had no sense.”42

Actress Ruth Roland modeled another western daredevil. By 
most accounts, Roland’s popularity was second only to Pearl White. 
Both women were actress-writer-producers and between 1911 and 
1915, newspapers credited them with being the only women to reg-
ularly earn places alongside male western film stars in popularity 
contests since, conventionally construed, the budding genre tar-
geted boys. Both also gained fame as serial-queens working with 
the French film company Pathé. Their international popularity 
suggests the appeal of modern “Americanism” and its womanhood 
to audiences worldwide.43 A San Francisco native, Roland was born 
into a theatrical family and took to the boards at age five, moving 
to Los Angeles to live with an aunt after her actress mother died. 
Eight of the eleven serials that made Roland a star were westerns 
that showcased her equestrian skills riding her horse Joker.44 As far 
away as China, advertisements for her films trumpeted Roland’s 
western American athleticism: “Riding on a furious horse climbing 
the cliff as if walking on flat land, her talents are unsurpassable.”45 
Other publicity emphasized her talent as “a business woman of the 
first water.” Roland also created her own production company, writ-
ing, producing, and starring in western serials like The Timber Queen 
(1922). Later she put her fortune to work in real estate, buying “a 

42. “The Motion Picture Autobiographies,” Case 9, pp. 275–276. “Serialitis,” 
Moving Picture World, Feb. 10, 1917, p. 818; Elizabeth Cowie, Representing the Woman: 
Cinema and Psychoanalysis (Minneapolis, 1997), 72–121; “The Motion Picture Autobiog-
raphies,” Case 1, pp. 245, 242–243; ibid., Case 7, pp., 267–269.

43. “Ruth Roland Rides Again,” n.d., Roland’s Core Clippings, Herrick Library 
(hereafter RCC). On Roland’s persona, see also Roland’s Files, Locke Scrapbooks. On 
western fans, see Smith, Shooting Cowboys and Indians, ch. 7. On Pathé, see Richard 
Abel, The Red Rooster Scare: Making Cinema American, 1900–1910 (Berkeley, 1999).

44. The Red Circle (Balboa, 1915); Roland’s next seven films with Pathé were: 
Hands Up (1918); The Tiger’s Trail (1919); The Adventures of Ruth (1919); Ruth of the Rockies 
(1920); The Avenging Arrow (1921); White Eagle (1922); The Timber Queen (1922); Ruth of 
the Range (1923).

45. Shenbao, May 2, 1921, quoted in Weihong Bao, “From Pearl White to White 
Rose Woo,” Camera Obscura, 20 (no. 3, 2005), 200.
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tract of land between Universal City and Hollywood” that she sub-
divided and sold to “her fellow workers in the movie industry.” 46 
After largely retiring from the screen in the late 1920s, Roland be-
came a prominent businesswoman who promoted women’s oppor-
tunities in the city until her early death in 1937.

Pearl White’s emergence as a star in The Perils of Pauline (1914) 
has obscured her image as a New Western Woman.47 The serial 
best recalled today, Perils ensconced White among the East Coast 
elite, playing an orphaned heiress whose guardian plots her assas-
sination. Yet White’s persona was composed of equal parts Western 
toughness and cosmopolitan glamour, ensuring that fans knew that 
“Pearl White . . . is quite another person” than Pauline. Teenager 
Edna Vercoe filled her scrapbooks with publicity about White and 
her loyal, love-struck co-star, Crane Wilbur. Stories about White 
demonstrated how central a western biography was to her image, 
stressing her rural, hardscrabble start in a “lonely log cabin” in the 
“Ozark Mountains of Missouri.” They also explained how White 
had cultivated her remarkable athleticism during an adolescent 
tenure as “a bareback rider” in the circus where she perfected the 
equestrian skills that led her first film breaks in shorts like The 
Horse Shoer’s Girl (1910). “Oh for a girl that could ride a horse like 
Pearl White,” recalled one male western fan, indicating her cross-
over appeal. One woman equated her love of White with paternal 
rebellion. After begging her father to grant permission to visit “the 
‘houses of iniquity,’” he “confined my diet to Mary Pickford, Mar-
guerite Clark, Charlie Chaplin, and Harold Lloyd.” 48 “I liked none 
of them well enough to care if Puppy saw fit to restrain my atten-
dance,” she admitted. But, after sneaking into a serial, she emerged 
awestruck, writing that the star “had done things the like of which 
I had never dreamed. She became my idol.” White’s bold persona 

46. “Blue Book of the Screen 1923,” Roland Clippings, Herrick Library.
47. I viewed the surviving chapters of The Perils of Pauline (Pathé, 1914) on Grape-

vine Video.
48. “A Model of the ‘Movies,’” n.d., p. 52, file 1, scrapbook 1, box 1, Vercoe Col-

lection, Herrick Library. White’s autobiography also emphasized comparisons between 
herself and her screen persona; see Pearl White, Just Me (New York, 1919). “Great Cast 
Contest,” n.d., n.p., file 1, scrapbook 1, box 1, Vercoe Collection; “The Real Perils of 
Pauline,” Photoplay, n.p., n.d., file 7, scrapbook 4, Box 2, in ibid.; “Pathé Star’s Humble 
Start,” n.d., pp. 6–7, file 13, box 2, Vercoe Collection; “Pearl White,” n.d., p. 10, file 13, 
scrapbook 6, box 2, in ibid.; “Pearl’s Humble Start,” in ibid.; “The Motion Picture Auto-
biographies,” Case 6, p. 261; ibid., Case 7, p. 267.
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suggests why even Mary Pickford, the era’s greatest female star-pro-
ducer, was “a devoted fan.” 49 Although White probably never set 
foot in California, Pickford claimed to have encountered her on a 
train bound for Los Angeles in 1914. “In awe I watched her enter 
the club car, light a cigarette, and in the presence of all these men, 
raise a highball to her lips,” she recalled, relishing her identifica-
tion with a persona who bucked respectability at every turn, con-
ventions that she, at least publicly, observed. White’s example also 
shadowed Pickford’s reply to a query about how she kept in shape: 
“I used to ride broncos, drive racing cars, swim dangerous rapids 
and slide down precipices.”50

Presented as a land of glorious opportunities for ordinary 
working girls, the New West reflected the hopes of many women 
who left home to chase new possibilities for work and fun on 
city streets—as well as those who just dreamed of doing so. “The 
twentieth century brought to American women the same vast, al-
most fabulous chances that came to their grandfathers,” White 
explained; she continued, “What the expansion of the West . . . 
opened up to many a young man the motion picture spread be-
fore such young girls as were alert enough, and husky enough, and 
apt enough to take advantage of it.” A cartoon titled, “How to Be-
come an Actress,” satirized the common tendency to portray the 
job as a tomboy’s dream. “Can you swim, ride a horse, drive a car, 
shoot a gun, climb trees, dive—?” a rotund manager asks an as-
piring actress across his desk. After she replies, “Yes, I can do all 
those things!” he responds, “Fine your salary will be $500 a week.’” 
“Ride, Swim, Dance,” similarly emphasized that extra girls—women 
who sought to gain a foothold providing “atmosphere” on sets—
also needed athletic prowess. One extra expressed the psychologi-
cal rewards of such work: “I go home every night tired, but I hardly 
can wait until morning to get to the studio again.” The “unbeliev-
able salaries, the fun and frolic” these workers reportedly experi-
enced explained the city’s pull. “At night in bed I would lay [sic] 
awake and day dream about the big hit I would make if I were 
to go to California,” recalled one Chicago immigrant, but added,  

49. Mary Pickford, Sunshine and Shadow (Garden City, N.Y., 1954), 99.
50. “Best Known Girl In America,” Ladies’ Home Journal, Jan. 1915, p. 9. On her 

athletic persona, see also Vachel Lindsay, The Art of the Moving Picture (New York, 1970 
[1915]), 3.
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“(I know better now.)”51 Indeed, a massive survey of midwestern 
farm women that sought to understand why young women domi-
nated the era’s so-called “rural problem” suggested why studio 
work in Los Angeles would have appeared to satisfy the desires that 
drove so many from farm to city. Again and again these women 
recorded that the search for sociable work, beauty, and “the enter-
tainments and amusements that the towns and cities offer” sent 
them down country roads. “We would rather have free telephones 
and moving pictures than free seed,” one Minnesotan explained.52 
Actress Louise Fazenda testified to how many felt they had noth-
ing to lose. “At my home in Utah they impressed on me how utterly 
useless I was until I could bare [sic] it no longer,” Fazenda recalled. 
“So like the old darky song, ‘I packed up my grip and took a trip,’ 
coming to Los Angeles to do or die.” Depicting studios as the “most 
perfect democracy the world has ever known,” publicity promised 
migrants a social equality that was still the stuff of dreams. “Out in 
Culver City the girls are growing militant,” another piece enticed, 
“quick on the trigger, and not one of them is afraid of the smell of 
[gun]powder—they’re used to various kinds.”53

51. Julian Johnson, “The Girl on the Cover,” Photoplay, April 1919, p. 58. “How 
to Become an Actress,” in ibid., April 1921, p. 58. “Ride, Swim, Dance,” in ibid., May 
1921, pp. 55–57, 96–97. Ralph Strong, “One Extra Girl,” Picture-Play Magazine, April 
1916, p. 54. Irene Kimball, “The Extra Girls of Essanay Company—Girls, Girls, Girls!” 
Motion Picture Magazine, Sept. 1915, p. 97; Kitty Kelly, “Hearkening to the Call of the 
Screen,” Chicago Daily Tribune, Jan. 7, 1916, p. 16; “The Motion Picture Autobiographies,” 
Case 9, 275.

52. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Social and Labor Needs of Farm Women, Report 
No. 103 (Washington, D.C., 1915). See also U.S. Department of Agriculture, Domestic 
Needs of Farm Women, Report No. 104 (Washington, D.C., 1915). The U.S. Department 
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of one’s surroundings [to farm women was] of more importance than the practical 
farmer knew,” 15, 14 (quote on 15).

53. Grace Kingsley, “Extra Girls Who Became Stars; Thousands Annually Storm 
Fortune’s Citadel,” Photoplay, April 1915, p. 145; “Movie ‘Extras’ Whose Lives Rival 
Screen Romance,” Literary Digest, Sept. 20, 1920, p. 69; “Lady Gunman,” Photoplay, Jan. 
1918, p. 91.
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Hollywood and the New West

In response to these promotions, many women moved west 
to seek work in some aspect of the picture business, becoming a 
particularly visible eddy in the massive current that washed up in 
Southern California in the twentieth century’s first two decades. 
Few interested in pictures had ventured to Los Angeles in 1910; 
by 1920, the city produced 85 percent of the films watched in the 
United States and two-thirds of those seen around the world.54 In 
this same decade, Los Angeles expanded faster than all other cit-
ies on the Pacific Coast combined, becoming the West’s largest 
metropolis in 1921. The massive internal migration of native-born, 
midwestern Anglos to Southern California accounted for most of 
this stunning increase.55 We know much about the early mythmak-
ing crafted to attract midwestern men-of-means west. Here, groups 
like the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce promised, lay the 
country’s own Mediterranean garden, greened by the latest techno-
logical wonders and filled with free standing bungalows decorated 
in its freshly minted romantic “Spanish” past. In this publicity, Los 
Angeles beckoned not just as the “farm perfected, saved from lone-
liness and back breaking labor,” but as a refuge from “foreigners” 
and farming itself, a more perfect kind of city by the sea. In this 
way, the city both “benefited from and helped to cause a major 
internal mass migration in the United States,” according to Kevin 
Starr.56

Yet the part played by the “picture Eldorado” in attracting 
women and men to Los Angeles has escaped serious scrutiny—
despite its striking success within the city’s already noteworthy 

54. Koszarski, An Evening’s Entertainment, 102–104.
55. Robert M. Fogelson, The Fragmented Metropolis: Los Angeles 1850–1930 (Berke-

ley, 1967), ch.4.
56. On the area’s early mythmaking, I am indebted to Carey McWilliams, South-

ern California: An Island on the Land (Salt Lake City, 1946); Kevin Starr, Inventing the 
Dream: California through the Progressive Era (New York, 1985). On bungalows, see Fo-
gelson, Fragmented Metropolis, 142–152. On architecture, see Starr, Inventing the Dream, 
41–42, 65–68, 78, 45. On the invention of Los Angeles racial history, see also Alexan-
der McClung, Landscapes of Desire: Anglo Mythologies of Los Angeles (Berkeley, 2000); Wil-
liam Deverell, Whitewashed Adobe: The Rise of Los Angeles and the Remaking of its Mexican 
Past (Berkeley, 2004). Kevin Starr, Material Dream: Southern California through the 1920s 
(New York, 1990), 69.
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booster culture.57 This lacuna appears all the more striking when 
one recalls that in this period Hollywood became not just the most 
prominent industry in Los Angeles, but the largest in both the city 
and the state. By 1926 motion pictures employed some 35,000 resi-
dents who earned $1.25 million a week, not including extras paid 
to wait on call.58 Yet the tendency to discount Hollywood’s impact 
on the city’s growth and reputation goes way back among the edu-
cated elite. “Angelos rise and paw the air when told the present 
booming prosperity of the city is due to motion pictures and to 
tourists,” a leading progressive journal declared in 1920, “but ev-
eryone knows that the factories are trivial, that the fruit growing 
trees are miles removed from the city, and that the money pouring 
into Los Angeles is from movies and tourists.”59

Focusing on Hollywood, the pink elephant of Los Angeles his-
tory, brings another aspect of its modern development into view: 
the female migrant stream that made Los Angeles the only city on 
the West Coast where women outnumbered men by 1920.60 “There 
are more women in Los Angeles than any other city in the world 
and it’s the movies that bring them,” one shopkeeper bluntly as-
serted in 1918.61 The city’s female residents were unusual in other 
ways: Nearly one in five was divorced or widowed. Since single 

57. “Confessions of a Motion Picture Press Agent,” The Independent, Aug. 24, 1918, 
American Periodical Series Online, via ProQuest. Hollywood’s “fathers” have previ-
ously been the focus, see Starr, Inventing the Dream, chs. 9–10.

58. Kevin Starr, Material Dreams, 98. To live in “Health and decency” in 1923 a 
family of five had to earn between $1,500 and $1,700. More than half of American 
families failed to earn this amount in the 1920s; see Winifred Wandersee, Women’s 
Work and Family Values, 1920–1940 (Cambridge, Mass., 1981), 10–11. In the 1920s, the 
average annual wage of female clerical workers was less than $1,200, and saleswomen 
earned between $688 and $1,085; see Lynn Dumenil, Modern Temper, American Culture 
and Society in the 1920s (New York, 1995), 115–116.

59. “A Visit to Movieland the Film Capital of the World—Los Angeles,” Forum 
(Jan. 1920), 25. See also “The Jazzy, Money-Mad Spot Where Movies Are Made,” Liter-
ary Digest, March 6, 1921, pp. 71–2, 75; “The ‘Movie’: as an Industry,” in ibid., Oct. 16, 
1917, pp. 55–62; John Bruce Mitchell, “A ‘Close-Up of California,” Forum, April/May 
1920 (American Periodical Series Online, via ProQuest), 474; Rufus Steele, “In the 
Sun Spot,” Sunset, April 1915, p. 699; “Film-Making Means Millions to Los Angeles,” 
Los Angeles Times, Jan. 1, 1916, p. III 66; “Cinema Factor in City’s Wealth,” in ibid., Jan. 
17, p. II, 11; “Real Estate Conditions in Hollywood,” in ibid., Jan. 2, 1921, p. 16.

60. In 1920 the city’s sex ratio was 97.8 to 100; see Thompson, Growth and Change 
in California’s Population, 48–51, 88–9; Beach, “The Effect of the Westward Movement,” 
25–28.

61. Suzette Booth, “Breaking into the Movies,” Motion Picture Magazine, June 1917, 
p. 76. This was a monthly serial that ran between January and June 1917.
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women typically worked outside the home much more than their 
married counterparts, this helps to explain what one demogra-
pher called the most noteworthy characteristic of the Los Angeles 
labor force: the high number of women who worked after the age 
of twenty-five.62 These gender dynamics were sharply at odds with 
other western boomtowns of the era. Young single men swarmed 
the rest of the Pacific Coast in search of riches in sex-restricted 
occupations like railroad construction, mining, and lumber. Port-
land, Seattle, and San Francisco initially sported an urban version 
of the hyper-virile, ethnically polyglot masculine culture associ-
ated with the Wild West. But the Los Angeles economic base of 
real estate, tourism, and motion pictures created the kinds of ser-
vice and clerical jobs that attracted women. Women in these sec-
tors of employment in Los Angeles benefited from California’s 
early passage of woman suffrage and jury service in 1911, as well as 
early legislation of the eight-hour day (1911) and minimum wage 
(1917) laws for women.63 Gender stratification and racial discrimi-
nation remained widespread, but white women experienced less 
social stratification and greater legislative protections than in most 
other cities. In all these ways, Los Angeles better reflected the di-
rection of twentieth-century urban development than Chicago or 
New York. For this urban frontier attracted the modern pink-collar 
worker out for economic opportunity and excitement as much as 
Midwesterners. Indeed, the two were often one and the same.

The national panic about white slavery and women adrift in 
American cities increasingly shaped the mainstream press’ com-
mentary about the industry’s women workers who operated in 
mixed-sex spaces that so often blurred the sharp lines that middle-
class sexual morality had long used to separate public and private 
life, good and bad girls.64 Reports aimed at the respectable middle 

62. Thompson, Growth and Change in California’s Population, 89–93, 112–115. On 
unmarried women’s higher work rates, Joseph Hill, Women in Gainful Occupations, 1870 
to 1920; Census Monograph IX (1929; Westport, Conn., 1970), 270–276.

63. Hill, Women in Gainful Occupations, 270–277. Los Angeles failed to develop 
a strong industrial sector initially. Women’s largest employment sectors in 1920 were 
in order: domestic and personal service, clerical, professional service, manufacturing, 
and transportation. Rebecca J. Mead, “‘Let the Women Get Their Wages as Men Do’: 
Trade Union Women and the Legislated Minimum Wage in California,” Pacific Histori-
cal Review, 67 (1998), 317–347; Rebecca Mead, How the Vote Was Won (New York, 2004).

64. On how no evidence supported the mounting perception of a widespread 
“studio evil,” see Denise McKenna, “The City that Made the Pictures Move: Gender, 
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class reflected mounting concern and curiosity about their aspira-
tions, behavior, and fate. “In the old days the small boy” went west 
in search of adventure, the Literary Digest wistfully recalled: “now 
not only girls [ran] away to emulate their favorites of the screen,” 
but “wives deserted husbands and babies” and made “the long trip 
west in hope of gratifying in their latter years a secret dream.” Esti-
mates claimed that more than 10,000 such women made this jour-
ney every year. “What then is Little Miss Movie-Struck ‘Star’ to do 
after three years around the studios?” queried an article in Woman’s 
Home Companion.65 “Three years of hard work” not only “sapped 
her splendid vitality,” but worse, having “become accustomed to 
the freedom of studio life,” she suffered “from lack of restraint.” 
Such remarks displayed the tendency to conflate women’s work in 
studios with their moral degradation, producing familiar melo-
dramas of sexual danger in which protecting women justified the 
regulation of their social freedoms and work options. In hindsight, 
these reactions appear as the flipside of the breezily celebratory 
New Western Women stories.66 On the defensive, some industry 
insiders argued that the moral character of migrants determined 
their fate. An article by independent producer Benjamin Hampton 
in a progressive magazine aimed at middle-class women illustrated 
the approach. According to Hampton, too many “colorful stories” 
sent “an army of girls to Los Angeles every year”; those with “‘Bohe-
mian’ bacillus” in their system “reached the end of their journey” 
in a store, a restaurant, or in the morgue. “The movies need the nice 
girl,” he asserted, concluding, “when you do go, take your mother 
or auntie with you—and live with her.”67 

Labor, and the Film Industry in Los Angeles, 1908–1917” (Ph.D. dissertation, New 
York University, 2008), ch 3.

65. “Gullible Girls Who Come to Grief Seeking Film Fame,” Literary Digest, July 3, 
1920, pp. 63–66; “For Those Who Look Like Mary Pickford,” in ibid., March 6, 1920, 
p. 84; “The Romance of Making the ‘Movies,’” in ibid., Oct. 23, 1915, pp. 902–903; 
William Allen Johnston, “In Motion-Picture Land,” Everybody’s Magazine, 33: 4 (1915), 
437–448. “Girls Crave Stardom,” Atlanta Constitution, June 26, 1921, p. D5; Lawrence 
Hughes, The Truth About the Movies (Hollywood, Calif., 1924), 61; Page, “The Movie-
Struck Girl,” 18.

66. Mary Odem, “City Mothers and Delinquent Daughters: Female Juvenile Jus-
tice Reform in Early Twentieth Century Los Angeles,” in William Deverell and Tom 
Sitton, eds., California Progressivism Revisited (Berkeley, 1994), 175–199.

67. “Movie Myths and Facts As Seen By an Insider,” The Literary Digest, May 7, 
1921, 38. See also “Do You Want to Get Into the Movies? Do’s and Don’ts by a Manager 
for the Girl at Home,” Pictorial Review (April 1921), 5, 49–51. All italics in the original.
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In 1916 Los Angeles clubwomen created the Hollywood Stu-
dio Club to offer a “suitable home” for single women who were 
“constantly coming to Hollywood in the hope or prospect of enter-
ing the industry.” What mattered most to clubwomen, and increas-
ingly to motion picture insiders as well, was the chance to regulate, 
contain, and transform these mostly working-class migrants into “a 
respectable, middle-class emblem of decorous femininity,” accord-
ing to Heidi Kenega. Although financially supported mostly by 
workers in motion pictures and residents’ fees, it was crucial to the 
club’s public relation’s mission that the Young Women’s Christian 
Association (YWCA) took charge of its administration. The YWCA 
ran the club first out of a little house on Carlos Street until Mrs. 
Cecil B. de Mille led a campaign to raise funds for a three-story 
colonial mansion, built in 1926. Female mentors assisted club resi-
dents in their search for work and offered instruction in dancing 
and literature while creating opportunities for chaperoned social 
events. Yet a 1923 report about the women who lived at the club 
during its first seven years contradicted the notion that they were 
naïfs who arrived determined only to act and left disillusioned and 
despoiled. Of sixty past residents, twenty-four had divorced before 
moving into the club and more than half were over twenty-three 
years old. Moreover, excluding the ten women who returned home 
or married, all but four former residents found gainful employ-
ment in a variety of jobs, including journalism, publicity, make-up 
and hair, real estate, set design, scenario writing, and acting, dem-
onstrating the real opportunities some seized in the New West.68 

Indeed, some publicity aimed at fans flirted with depicting 
Los Angeles as a place that supported a life of liberated pleasure 
seeking equally for its bohemian girls and boys. “In this days of 
suffragets [sic] and long haired poets, bifurcated skirts and lisping 
ladies, it’s hard to know who’s who and what’s what. It’s getting to 

68. “Hollywood Studio Club Building Campaign,” 1925, file 8, box 1, Young 
Women’s Christian Association of Los Angeles Collection, Hollywood Studio Club, Ur-
ban Archives Center, University Library, California State University, Northridge (here-
after Studio Club). Heidi Kenega, “Making the Studio Girl,” Film History, 18 (2006), 
134. On publicity efforts, see “A Studio Club Revue, 1916–1932,” file 26, box 1, Studio 
Club; on the role of motion picture money, see files, 6, 13, 48, in ibid.; Myrtle Gebhart, 
“The Studio Club Grows Up,” Photoplay, n.d.; Elizabeth McGaffey, “The Studio Club,” 
in ibid., n.d., file 22, box 1, Studio Club; “Notice of Completion,” April 20, 1926, file 36, 
in ibid.; “House Information, Hollywood Studio Club,” file 8, in ibid.; “Report of the 
Hollywood Studio Club, Year Ending 1923,” file 4, in ibid.
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be quite the rage—this exchange of identities,” promised one ar-
ticle. The constant “colony” references evident in Turnbull’s novel, 
The Close-up, anticipated, and reinforced, the development of Hol-
lywood’s identity as a bohemian “third space,” a “clannish” place 
“on the edge of town,” that set the trends that others desired and 
criticized in equal measure.69 

Calling the movie colony a bohemia will sound as strange to 
many today as it did when the article, “Oh, Hollywood! A Ramble 
in Bohemia,” appeared in Photoplay in 1921. This “Greenwich Vil-
lage in the West,” it admitted, “was not so much exploited or pro-
pagandized, but pack[ed] the same wallop in each hand.” The 
idea that Los Angeles was too sexless, too artless, too controlled 
by uptight, conservative Anglo Midwesterners to nurture anything 
but conformity became a shibboleth of the city’s imagination when 
Willard Huntington Wright published his infamous essay, “Los 
Angeles—The Chemically Pure,” in Smart Set in 1913. Cast as the 
opposite of sophisticated San Francisco, the sprawling, sunny, sub-
urban terrain of Los Angeles violated the idea of a proper bohe-
mian space. British actor Allen Cambell self-published a rejoinder 
to Wright, arguing that such clichés obscured the Los Angeles bo-
hemia, where artists took their inspiration from nature and staged 
their revelries “at home”—in his case, one he shared with four 
women and four men.70 Hollywood’s crassly commercialized me-
dium has also made it hard to take its bohemian side seriously un-
til late. Hollywood-bohemia was always partially a marketing tactic 
that conveyed the more sexually sophisticated, European-flavored 
glamour the industry purveyed after World War I.71 This tactic 

69. Pearl Gaddis, “He, She Or It: When the Pretty Ladies of the Screen Done 
Breeches and the Man Don Skirts,” Motion Picture World, 13: 4 (1917), 27–28; For “clan-
nish,” see Mary Winship, “Oh, Hollywood! A Ramble in Bohemia,” Photoplay, May 
1921, p. 111; for “on the edge,” see “The Jazzy, Money-Mad Spot,” 71. Edward Soja, 
Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real and Imagined Spaces (Cambridge, Mass., 
1996), 3, 77, 97–98.

70. Winship, “Oh, Hollywood!” 110; Willard Huntington Wright, “Los Angeles—
The Chemically Pure,” in Burton Rascoe and Groff Conklin, eds., The Smart Set Anthol-
ogy (1913; New York, 1934), 90–102; Allen Cambell, “Bohemia in Los Angeles,” n.d., 
n.p. Huntington Library, San Marino, Calif.

71. Daniel Hurewitz, Bohemian Los Angeles and the Making of Modern Politics (Berke-
ley, 2007); Robert Sklar, Movie-Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies (New 
York, 1976), ch. 8; Hilary-Anne Hallett, “‘In Motion-Picture Land,’ A Cultural History 
about the Making of Early Hollywood” (Ph.D. dissertation, CUNY Graduate Center, 
2005), ch. 5.
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aimed to sell the movies as much as to challenge the sex roles and 
social norms of the respectable middle class. But this tension—be-
tween the desire to market goods through their association with a 
life of liberated fantasy and the desire to carve out spaces on the 
margins to enact genuine rebellions against middle-class norms—
lay at bohemia’s heart. Bohemia always sold a way of living as much 
as art, promising a neighborhood and an imaginary space where 
the young could act out the contradictions of bourgeois life.72 

Hollywood’s bohemian New West built upon American modi-
fications that already incorporated women as the neighborhoods’ 
artists and lovers, as well as their muses and mistresses. Greenwich 
Village’s bohemians first modified its once hyper-masculine scene 
and recast bourgeois sex roles as women actively pursued creative 
and erotic parts. But since most leading artists in New York re-
mained men and most bohemian women, aside from those with 
independent wealth, failed to find stable means of self-sufficiency, 
old sex roles often reasserted themselves if marriage and children 
arrived.73 In contrast, the movie colony visibly supported many 
more women artists and the comparatively high wages paid even to 
extras in the silent era meant that many others in more ordinary 
jobs earned a living wage.74 “Without realizing it,” Anita Loos, star 
scenarist and the author of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1926), recalled, 
“I was in on the ground floor of a sex revolution . . . the transfer 
of female emotions from the boudoir to the marts of trade” as “fe-
male hearts of America” began “to flutter with joy as they flew from 
homes into office buildings.” Frances Marion, likely the era’s best-
paid screenwriter, recalled that many used “their new freedom” to 
pull “down all the barriers. . . . At first we were rather shocked by 
the behavior of our young,” she conceded, but the colony’s elders 
(Marion was in her thirties) eventually “forgave the errant ones 
or looked the other way.” Put differently, women’s comparative 

72. On bohemia’s historical relationship to consumption, see Jerrold Seigel, Bo-
hemian Paris, Culture, Politics, and the Boundaries of Bourgeois Life, 1830–1930 (Baltimore, 
1986); Richard Lloyd, Neo-Bohemia: Art and Commerce in the Post-Industrial City (New 
York, 2006); Colin Campbell, “Understanding traditional and modern practices of 
consumption,” in John Brewer and Roy Porter, eds., Consumption and the World of Goods 
(London, 1993), 40–57.

73. Stansell, American Moderns; Seigel, Bohemian Paris, 40–42; Lloyd, Neo-Bohemia, 
60–64. On the reassertion of patriarchal norms, see especially Stansell, American Moderns.

74. Murray Ross, Stars and Strikes: The Unionization of Hollywood (New York, 1941), 
70–75, 85–86.
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success at achieving professional and social mobility allowed the 
industry to sport and sell a sexual culture that blended bourgeois 
bohemia’s already notorious pleasure-seeking ways with working-
class youths’ more fluid approach to understanding the relation-
ship between women’s sexuality, their professional aspirations, and 
their moral character. The “casting couch was no fiction,” scenarist 
Lenore Coffee declared, quickly adding that the “sweater girl who 
gives her ‘all’” was the same as the one who “gave the same thing 
to a foreman to get a better job. I heard one woman say, ‘Well after 
all we’re just using a gift nature gave us. What is the difference be-
tween using this or using a voice the way opera singers do?’ I had 
no answer for that.”75 

The artistic airs and social culture at studios could trans-
form even routine sex-segregated jobs. “The bohemian colony in 
Los Angeles has it all over Greenwich Village because here they 
are real artists and not fake ones like you find in the Village,” ex-
plained Valeria Belletti, a secretary at the Goldwyn Company, to 
her friend Irma back east. The daughter of Italian immigrants who 
had attended Catholic schools in New Jersey before taking a job at 
sixteen at a theatrical agency in New York, Belletti went west with 
Irma on a vacation after her mother’s death. Responding to the 
atmosphere, she moved to Los Angeles, alone, at twenty-five. “I like 
the hustle and bustle of this life,” she wrote of work at the studio; 
“Everybody but my boss is so nice and friendly—so different from 
a regular business office.” “You have no idea how glad I am I left 
New York.” She also noted, “There was no place so full of romances 
as California, especially Hollywood,” before conceding at times “it 
reeks too much of the flesh.” Still, Belletti’s letters lingered on the 
parties she threw with her roommates, where male guests “always 
bring some good stuff to drink and we make cocktails and dance” 
before heading off “to a number of real wild bohemian cafes in 
Hollywood.” Belletti continually extolled the sunshine and good 
salary that made the studio “so much better than working in an of-
fice downtown.” Increasingly, her letters embraced the bohemian 
commitment to pleasure and self-actualization, confiding a desire 

75. Anita Loos, A Girl Like I (New York, 1966), 68. For a more indirect discussion 
of bohemian Hollywood, see John Emerson and Anita Loos, Breaking Into the Movies 
(New York, 1921), 26; Frances Marion, Off With Their Heads! A Serio-Comic Tale of Hol-
lywood (New York, 1972), 85; Lenore Coffee, Storyline; Reflections of a Hollywood Screen-
writer (London, 1973), 57.
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“to seek and find happiness if possible.” Having realized she “wasn’t 
living her own life” back East “due to some sense of duty,” she ex-
plained her new code: “Now I do what I want to do and I’m much 
happier and I believe I’m really fitting myself to do the thing that 
I desire most—and that is to write. I don’t know if I’ll ever amount 
to anything, but what difference does it make. . . . I want to write 
because that is the thing which will give me the most pleasure.”76 

After World War I, the increasingly ambivalent reactions to 
the colony’s single women, embodied by the figure of the “extra-
girl,” reflected the challenge some believed its bohemians pre-
sented to gender norms for single, young, white women. Photoplay’s 
1921 article on Hollywood’s bohemian scene celebrated “’the extra 
girl’ type” as “the most notable and effective of the new classes,” 
claiming that such women formed “the background” of its “Bohe-
mianism.” These women allegedly shared much with past bohe-
mians, trading steady jobs “for the chance to make a masterpiece 
on celluloid.”77 Placing their quest for artistic success and individ-
ual fulfillment first, they exhibited the bohemian commitment to 
passion, play, and self-realization. Ultimately, this article depicted 
Hollywood as a place where young, single women dominated a 
cosmopolitan culture that drew inspiration from their emancipa-
tion: “Women can—and do—what they like” for “they work, play, 
love, and draw their pay checks on exactly the same basis as men.” 
A picture peeked into the abode of one “of the mountain colony 
extra girls.” An epicene, dark-haired woman in “Orientalized” 
garb lounged above a caption that beckoned: “How’d you like to 
live here?” But if many insiders “forgot there was ever a time when 
maidens were modest and gentlemen, gentle men,” the free-spir-
ited antics between the colony’s women and men challenged “the 
press, the blue-nosed censors in every state of the Union, and the 
frantic producers who tried to curb their unbridled passions.”78 A 
retort in the Los Angeles Times evidenced the trend among respect-
able residents to view the bohemian extra girl as a civic threat. 
In “Defends Manners of Hollywood,” author-resident Jane Fre-
drickson took “violent exception” on behalf of “90,000 citizens of 

76. Valeria Belletti to Irma Prina, all in Cari Beauchamp, ed., Adventures of a Hol-
lywood Secretary: Her Private Letters from Inside the Studios of the 1920s (Berkeley, 2006), 
119, 34, 19, 52, 24–25, 167, 32–33, 44–47, 69–70.

77. Winship, “Oh, Hollywood!” 109–111.
78. Marion, Off With Their Heads! 85.
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Hollywood.”79 The accompanying cartoon emphasized its warning: 
A sign that read “Blue Laws” sealed a theater’s door, announcing 
“Hollywood As It Might Be.” Many knew the cartoon was no idle 
boast. Earlier that year, several citizens’ groups lobbied the Los 
Angeles City Council to pass laws that would mandate Sunday clos-
ings for movie theaters, regulate where studios could build, and 
enforce a movie censorship law on the books. One petition cap-
tured the broader charge: Motion pictures promoted “licentious-
ness and crime” and had caused the “mysterious disappearance” of 
“over six hundred young women” in the last year.80 

The colony’s first sex scandal dramatized these fears that same 
year. The scandal involved Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, a slapstick star, 
and Virginia Rappe, a model-turned-actress who had risen to mi-
nor success. Rappe attended a hotel party that Arbuckle, report-
edly a “thorough Bohemian,” hosted on Labor Day 1921. The two 
ended up alone in a bedroom. Later the actress fell ill and three 
days later died of peritonitis. The press screamed murder. Even 
more staid papers like the New York Times ran headlines, based on 
hearsay, that shrieked, “ARBUCKLE DRAGGED RAPPE GIRL TO 
ROOM, WOMAN TESTIFIES.”81 The industry fell under siege. In 
the midst of the uproar, novelist Theodore Dreiser offered to con-
textualize the scandal in his two-part “Hollywood: Its Manners and 
Morals.” At the age of forty-eight, the author of Sister Carrie had 
followed his latest lover, the twenty-year-old hopeful actress Helen 
Richardson, to Hollywood in 1919. Richardson worked steadily and 
achieved minor success while Dreiser struggled to write. In this ex-
pose, the great naturalist writer claimed no interest in presenting a 
“sentimental defense of the assumed reserve and virtue” of the col-
ony’s women, declaring that most were “by no means innocents,” 

79. Jane Fredrickson, “Defends Manners of Hollywood,” Los Angeles Times, May 1, 
1921, p. 112. See also “The Real Bohemia,” Los Angeles Times, Jan. 2, 1921, pp. 2, 4; Ben-
jamin Hampton, “Cattar Lattan, USA,” Photoplay, June 1921, pp. 80–82.

80. “Evil Influence of Motion Pictures,” Petition 2524, Sept. 6, 1921 in “Motion 
Picture File to be known as 2723,” City Clerk’s Office, Records Management Division, 
Los Angeles City Archives.

81. Film scholars focus on how the scandal led the industry to hire William Hays, 
see Sklar, Movie-Made America, 82–88; May, Screening Out the Past, 179, 204–205; deCor-
dova, Picture Personalities, 131–132; Gregory Black, Hollywood Censored: Morality Codes, 
Catholics, and the Movies (New York, 1994), 29–33; Dallas Morning News, Sept. 12, 1921, 
1; Death Report on Virginia Rappe, Coroner’s Office, San Francisco Department of 
Public Health, Bureau of Records and Statistics; “Arbuckle Dragged Rappe Girl to 
Room,” New York Times, Sept. 12 1921, p. 1 (print version).
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but sophisticates who “relish, I think, the very lively war that is here 
persistently on between the sexes.” Anyone “could spin a long tale 
as to this,” he noted.82 But Dreiser’s articles ignored the sophisti-
cated female majority to focus on those who fell prey to sexual ex-
ploitation by the colony’s dastardly men. 

Another midwestern novelist, Rupert Hughes, defended the 
colony’s ambitious working women, using “a feminist philosophy” 
that one reviewer called “as refreshing as it is provocative.”83 Like 
Dreiser, Hughes had moved west in 1919, brought to work as a 
so-called “eminent author” by producer Samuel Goldwyn.84 Like 
many writers associated with the “revolt from the village” school, 
he focused on the central character of a prairie girl driven to the 
city by the moral strictures and limited opportunities of small 
town life.85 Hughes tracked the deliverance of this heroine, Re-
member, in the City of Angels. There she finds work as a film edi-
tor and camaraderie with four female roommates who “no more 
thought of chaperonage than a crowd of bachelors.” Raised “to 
believe in duty first—in self-denial, abstention, modesty, demu-
rity, simplicity, meekness, prayer, remorse,” she is “aghast at their 
contempt for conventions.” For here she finds “a new world” and 
learns “how freely, with what masculine franchise, these women 
conducted their lives.” Embracing their “bohemian standards of 
behavior,” she grows “mad to act,” becoming a modern artist will-
ing “to unleash her soul and body from the shackles of respect-
ability.” The conclusion celebrates this bohemian New Woman’s 
future. Rejecting a director’s proposal, she decides to keep house 
with her sister, another runaway, instead. “‘All over the world was 
full of runaway girls striking out for freedom and for wealth and 
renown,’” she thinks, declaring, “’Let love wait! The men have 

82. Theodore Dreiser, “Hollywood: Its Manners and Morals: Pt. I, The Struggle 
on the Threshold of Motion Pictures,” Shadowland, Nov. 1921, in Taylorology, 41 (1996): 
http://www.public.asu.edu/~ialong/Taylor41.txt. Taylorology is an online fanzine dedi-
cated to studying the unsolved murder of silent film director William Desmond Taylor 
and related topics. Thomas Riggio, ed., Theodore Dreiser: The American Diaries (Philadel-
phia, 1982), 384.

83. “Billy Sunday of the Movies,” Los Angeles Times, April 30, 1922, p. 31. .
84. James Kemm, Rupert Hughes (Beverley Hills, Calif., 1997), 20–21; “Famous 

Writers Who Write in Hollywood,” Los Angeles Times, July 23, 1922; A. Scott Berg, Gold-
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85. Carl Van Doren, “The Revolt from the Village: 1920,” Nation, 113 (1921), 
407–412.
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kept us waiting for thousands of years, till they were ready. Now 
let them wait for us.’”86

***
In the wake of the Arbuckle scandal, Hollywood found a more 

equivocal register to whisper of its bohemian pleasures. Yet dur-
ing the 1920s, Hollywood’s publicity continued to communicate a 
sense of opportunity to ambitious women around the world, draw-
ing avid fans like Ayn Rand from Leningrad to the Hollywood Stu-
dio Club in 1926.87 Rand worked as an extra, a copyrighter, and 
costumer, and, once famous, helped to publicize the club’s good 
work.88 The task became harder after producers agreed to allow 
the Hays Office to enforce the Motion Picture Production Code, 
buckling in 1934 under the combined pressure of the Depression 
and the moral outrage that stars like Mae West prompted in the 
hierarchy of the Catholic Church. The Catholic priests who ad-
ministered the Code made regulating women’s independence and 
enforcing the sexual double standard their particular obsessions.89 
Increasingly, stories about adventurous, ambitious, single women 
in Los Angeles were set in a noir frame that left them dead on the 
side of the road, reminding us that women’s so-called liberation in 
the twentieth century took a crooked path marked by limitations at 
every step. Certainly new risks lurked as young women worked and 
socialized without chaperones. It is safe to assume that some hope-
fuls were forced, or felt pressured, to use the casting couch to get 
ahead. Yet the movie industry held no monopoly on such occur-
rences. Sensationalizing such dangers mostly served to justify cur-
tailing ordinary women’s ability to challenge gender conventions 
and to instill terror about where their sexual freedom might lead. 
It is no stretch, I think, to say that the media’s penchant for focus-
ing on the sensational instances of young white women’s sexual vic-
timization still erases the more typical ways most women were, and 
are, exploited.

86. Hughes, Souls for Sale, 167–168, 163, 186, 220, 403.
87. http://www.aynrand.org/site, accessed Jan. 30, 2010. The Ayn Rand Archive 
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88. See file 14, box 1, Studio Club.
89. Black, Hollywood Censored; Jacobs, The Wages of Sin.
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Yet as the twentieth century recedes, returning to these New 
Western Women at its start emphasizes one of the most striking 
aspects of the century’s arc: the expansion of women’s opportuni-
ties in consumer-oriented, democratic societies—which is nowhere 
more visible in the United States than in California, where women 
exercise unparalleled clout in both politics and culture.90 To un-
derstand this process, Hollywood’s Janus-faced relationship to 
feminism and modern femininity demands another account.91 In 
its heyday the industry perfected talking to women from at least 
two directions, providing them with stars and stories that played 
to their New Women ambitions, while ridiculing these aspirations 
and radically constricting their professional opportunities. Even 
after World War II, during the so-called “doldrums” of the feminist 
movement, actresses like Barbara Stanwyck offered rare avatars 
of the “The Independent Woman” that Simone de Beauvoir dis-
cussed in The Second Sex (1949). Actresses, she wrote, were the “one 
category” of woman whose “taste for adventure and for experience 
for its own sake” equaled men’s.92 Born in 1908 and raised in mov-
ie-crazed France, de Beauvoir argued that history explained their 
iconoclastic role, asserting: “For three centuries they have been 
almost the only women to maintain a concrete independence in 
the midst of society. They skirt the sphere of gallantry and spend a 
great deal of their time in the company of men, but making their 
own living and finding the meaning of their lives in their work, 
they escape the yoke of men.” A Harvard psychologist who offered 
one of the first theories of film in 1916 suggested the effect that 
Hollywood’s double-speak had on women, writing that the movies’ 
attraction lay in the “stirring up of desires” that aimed “to keep the 
demand and its fulfillment forever awake.”93 

Hollywood’s bohemian frontier tantalized women with the 
one in a million chance to be a star. But more importantly, it of-
fered imaginative access to an environment that encouraged them 
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to act the part of bold adventurer that boys had so long enjoyed by 
experimenting with erotic play and different work and romantic 
roles. Female fans’ “heroine worship” of these New Western Women 
then reflected the desire of many so-called modern young girls to 
embrace a type of individually oriented, “feminine friendly” femi-
nism. Compatible both with capitalism and with popular culture, 
this feminism provides continuity with many of the preoccupations 
of what some have called third-wave feminism, which is typically 
thought of as focusing on women’s empowerment rather than their 
victimization and as taking pleasure in fashion, romance, and sex. 
This approach was more likely to be embraced by working-class 
secretaries than college graduates; by young, single, or divorced 
women than middle-aged wives or highly educated, middle-class 
professionals. It focused on the problem of women’s individuality 
rather than their group identity. It celebrated women’s ability to 
seize prerogatives long enjoyed by single young men—to seek plea-
sure freely in their professional and personal lives—while cultivat-
ing their boy-crazy day-dreams and use of a glamorously “femme” 
façade as a reasonable means to get ahead. In short, it assumed 
that, more than a political movement, women needed role models 
like Hollywood’s New Western Women who could teach them how 
to navigate modernity’s choppy waters—and come out on top.
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