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The Hollywood Star System
The era of film history labelled as the time of Classical Hollywood Cinema saw the advent of the celebrity as we know it.  This cinematic era technically lasted from the 1910s to the 1960s, but the late 1920s and early 1930s were especially pivotal years in the creation of the Hollywood star system.  Entertainers rose in influence throughout the late 1920s, growing in fame and attracting loyal fanbases, thus becoming celebrities as we know them in today’s world.  
Before this time, actors and actresses had been recognizable to movie viewers, but never had they received such admiration from fans.  It seemed as though overnight, actors and actresses had gone from being mere entertainers to being objects of intense devotion for moviegoers.  According to William Guynn in his Routledge Companion to Film History, the sudden intrigue behind these actors and actresses resulted in the inception of the star system of the Classical Hollywood era.  Movie studios would try their hand at “creating and promoting film stars in order to enhance and exploit their box-office appeal” (Guynn 247).  In other words, movie studios took advantage of fans’ devotion to their favorite stars for their own economic gain by typecasting the stars in certain film roles that they knew fans would spend money on to consume.  Guynn claims that cinematography itself played a big role in “the elevation of stars to the status of eroticized and fetishized icons” (247), as filmmakers often made sure that the star was prominent in almost every scene of the movie they were in by using framing, lighting, and aspects of mise-en-scene.  
However, the impact that cinema itself had on this rise of the celebrity pales in comparison to that of fan magazines, newspapers, and other mediums through which stars shared their personalities with the public.  According to Guynn, studios would “mold a carefully crafted persona for [actors and actresses] through a number of strategies, including the supply and dissemination of carefully controlled information and the sculpting of his or her physical appearance” (247).  This mythologizing of the stars was often done in columns included in fan magazines, or newspaper interviews, in which the celebrity subjects would convey a wholesome, attractive image of themselves to be shared with the public.  
These celebrity personae are what I chose to examine during my research of the Media History Digital Library.  The way these fan magazines, newspaper articles, and other sources depict celebrities is a far cry from the way celebrities are viewed in modern society.  In today’s world, celebrity magazines are all tabloids and gossip columns trying to capture the most scandalous image or story about a particular actor or actress; however, when celebrities were first starting to gain influence over the American public in the Classical Hollywood era, nearly everything that was written about them in mainstream media was in attempt to make them clean-cut, approachable, and admirable to fans and consumers.  
A column in the December 1929-May 1930 edition of New Movie Magazine titled “Gossip of the Motion Picture Favorites” makes this “carefully crafted persona” of the stars pretty obvious; even though the column is labelled as “gossip,” the content of the article is largely anecdotal, and it is all written to shed a positive light on its subjects, not to create a salacious story.  For example, one segment of the article reads, “Jack Oakey, the popular youngster who came to Hollywood because he wanted to see Joan Crawford just in time to get a big break in the talkies, is between two fires.  And one of them is not Joan, since she’s married” (New 16).  Not only does the write-up make Oakey seem relatable, by implying that he is a fan of Joan Crawford like other readers of this magazine probably are, but it also explicitly denounces any sort of sexual promiscuity on the behalf of the two aforementioned celebrities, thus creating an image of Oakey that is both appealing and admirable to readers.  Additionally, in the same article, a different segment reads, “If someone would run a contest to discover which girl in pictures has had the most proposals, we’d bank on Mary Brian to win.  She just seems to be that type that men want to marry” (16).  The “gossip” column paid a direct compliment to the actress in question, conveying her universal attractiveness at the same time, basically daring readers not to fall in love with her.  Also, further down in the segment, it reads, “What was Mary’s reaction?  First it was Charles Buddy Rogers, then—but why list them?” (16).  The writer purposely does not list Brian’s former lovers in order to maintain a clean, wholesome depiction of her for readers.  Other celebrities in the article are treated similarly, and it is clear that the article and the magazine as a whole is working to promote a squeaky-clean image of movie stars that fans will continue to adore.
In addition to creating an admirable image of stars for fans to love, magazines also crafted more relatable personae of stars.  An example of a magazine article doing both is the “Some Signs of the Stars” piece from the Glamour of Hollywood April 1939 edition.  
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The article above is a spread of photographs of stars’ autographs, each with a short description of the signature and the celebrity it belongs to.  While the concept of an autograph obviously casts a shadow on the stars’ level of relatability to their fans, a subheading on the top right of the article reads, “A selection of monograms from Hollywood’s great to give you ideas for a mark of your own” (Glamour 49), in attempt to bridge that gap between the magazine’s subjects and its readers.  Not only does the subheading urge fans to look up to stars again by referring to them as “Hollywood’s great,” but the quote also encourages readers to convey their admiration through mimicry.  The article not only reestablishes the roles of powerful star and adoring fan, but it also urges fans to look up to celebrities and try to relate to them.  On some level it also implies that fans could one day become stars with their own autographs as well, thus reinforcing the idea that being a famous actor or actress is a desirable career that one should aspire to.  
Another fan magazine that takes advantage of the fans’ devotion to celebrities is the Film Lover’s Annual.  In the 1932 edition of the magazine, there seems to be a pattern in their content, with articles like “Stars at Play:  How they Keep Fit Away from the Studio,” “Their Favorite Rooms,” and “Their Secret Ambitions,” a majority of the Film Lover’s Annual articles are about the personal lives of celebrities.  Instead of depicting an overt public image of celebrities on movie sets or labelling their fodder as “gossip,” this magazine gives readers a peek into the private lives of those same celebrities, like in the “Marie Dressler at Home” article on pages 90 and 91.  
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Though it is clear that the images of these stars’ private lives are still posed and polished (as pictured above) to make them simultaneously relatable and glamorous, the magazine’s articles are written in such a way that make it seem as though readers are getting an intimate look at their favorite stars.  Making stars seem candid about their personal lives forges an even more passionate bond between them and their fans, since the fans see them as more relatable and approachable.
Movie studios not only wanted stars with box-office potential, but also heroes, whom everyone could look up to.  Ultimately, that mythologizing of the celebrity is what gave them so much influence over American consumers—why a certain actor being in a film would make people go watch it, or why a certain actress endorsing a product would make people go buy it.  The way magazines and other periodicals depicted entertainers—as wholesome, relatable, and down-to-earth, yet at the same time, glamorous, admirable, and heroic—helped create the studio star system of the Classical Hollywood era that created the concept of the celebrity that still exists in today’s world.
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