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    Part One:


    An Appreciation of Roman Scandals (1933)




     


    Cast: Eddie Cantor (Eddie aka Oedipus); Ruth Etting (Olga); Gloria Stuart (Princess Sylvia); David Manners (Josephus); Verree Teasdale (Empress Agrippa); Edward Arnold (Emperor Valerius); Alan Mowbray (Majordomo); Charles C.Wilson (Police Chief Charles Pratt); Harry Holman (Mayor of West Rome); John [aka Jack] Rutherford (Manius); Willard Robertson (Warren Finley Cooper); Uncredited parts include: Lucille Ball (in her film debut); Billy Barty; Harry Cording; Richard Alexander; Charles Arnt; Frank Austin; Stanley Blystone; June Gale; Jane Darwell; Francis Ford; Paulette Goddard; Noble Johnson.




    Credits: Directed by Frank Tuttle; Art and Set Decoration by Richard Day; Story by George S. Kaufman and Robert E. Sherwood; Screenplay by William Anthony McGuire, Nat Perrin, Arthur Sheekman; Produced by Samuel Goldwyn; Music by Alfred Newman; Photographed by Gregg Toland, Ray June; Edited by Stuart Heisler; Costumes by John W. Harkrider; Choreography by Busby Berkeley; Songs by Al Dubin and Harry Warren; Released December 29, 1933; Premiered Los Angeles, November 27, 1933; Premiered New York, December 25, 1933; Filmed on location at Samuel Goldwyn Studios; Black and White; 35mm; 10 Reels; Mono; 92 Minutes; Filmed July 1933 through October 17, 1933; Remake of Vamping Venus, 1928.

  


  
    Introduction




    Several years ago a student came up to me on the first day of my University of Arizona course Art and the Classical Ideal in the 1930s and made a statement that shocked me. He said: “I’ve never seen a movie in black and white before. And I don’t watch those old movies because there are too many references in them that I don’t understand.” This is not an unusual response from today’s students, and truthfully, I don’t understand why they enjoy the entertainment that they do.


    Each generation finds it difficult to understand the previous generation. Yet if history has taught us anything, it is the importance in studying the past to learn about the great men and women that have contributed to the creation of our modern world. And it is equally important to use their accumulated wisdom, as well as learning from the errors in judgment that they had made as they traveled that path to enlightenment.


    It is especially important to study the 1930s, a time not so unlike our own — an economic depression that caused massive unemployment, wiped out life savings and threatened the hopes of the young for a chance at the American dream. It was a time filled with corruption in the United States Senate and House of Representatives — private interests were able to lobby individual Senators and Representatives through contributions to campaigns as well as well as deals made under the table.


    It was a time when the new medium of radio contained popular political leaders, even demagogues, who ranted against the established authority and embraced varying agendas. These groups, depending on your point of view, were seeking to either enlighten or to inflame the citizenry to action often through powerful ministries, which reached audiences of up to 40 million people across America. These were exemplified by such figures as Billy Sunday and Father Charles Coughlin, who is known as the “father of hate radio.” Sunday had been a professional baseball player who became an evangelist determined to bring about Prohibition and stop what he termed the evils of drink. He amassed an enormous amount of wealth through his radio programs but was, despite modern arguments to the contrary, never pub-everything stream-lined, curvy and blonde was “in.” Anyone unfamiliar with the 1930s can nonetheless instantly recognize that the hairstyles, costumes and sets have a particular look to them.


    It was a time when the new medium of radio contained popular political leaders, even demagogues, who ranted against the established authority and embraced varying agendas. These groups, depending on your point of view, were seeking to either enlighten or to inflame the citizenry to action often through powerful ministries, which reached audiences of up to 40 million people across America. These were exemplified by such figures as Billy Sunday and Father Charles Coughlin, who is known as the “father of hate radio.” Sunday had been a professional baseball player who became an evangelist determined to bring about Prohibition and stop what he termed the evils of drink. He amassed an enormous amount of wealth through his radio programs but was, despite modern arguments to the contrary, never publicly exposed in any scandal. In the days preceding WWII, Coughlin often urged his listeners to support Mussolini’s fascism and would also engage in anti-Jewish rhetoric.


    These individuals often crossed the line between religious programming and political action programming, a line which we continue to find controversial today, with large numbers of proponents on either side of the issue regarding the separation of church and state. At the time, Republicans generally favored a laissez faire approach to solving the economic crisis (embodied by President Herbert Hoover), while Democrats under Hoover’s successor Franklin D. Roosevelt were willing to try bold methods, some of which ultimately were declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court, in their quest to jump-start the economy.


    The 1930s were a time of contrasts. At a time when Americans had less money than at any time in their history, most movies revealed the obsession of the American people with elegance, wealth and beautiful people, so that an alien from Mars seeing most of these films would imagine that the society that had made them was entirely wealthy and not in the depths of the Depression.


    The 1930s was also an era of innovation in technology and design, when form began to follow function and everything streamlined, curvy and blonde was “in.” Anyone unfamiliar with the 1930s can nonetheless instantly recognize that the hairstyles, costumes and sets have a particular look to them.


    But how can young people better appreciate what was going on in this era if they don’t understand and appreciate much of the jargon and many of the references? One place to start is by viewing the films discussed in this book. By reading the essays and watching the films, younger readers (and that means almost anyone besides myself) may gain a greater appreciation for the 1930s and will also enjoy the movies more than by simply watching it a priori (without any background or experience, and without understanding fully what these films once communicated to their popular audience). It helps to have the 1930s explained by an old person such as myself so you can then experience the movies again a posteriori (after learning more background information to prepare yourself).


    Most of my students, rather unhappy about the required memorizing of dates for their college courses, believe that I am old enough to have lived through not only the 1930s, but even the Neolithic Period and Early Bronze Age and that during my youth I was a huntergatherer, who eventually learned to make hand-coiled pots in front of my cave. I’m not that old, but I am nearly that old, and I remember enough, and have looked into the history of the 1930s enough, to offer these essays of help. The 1930s were tragic, elegant, fascinating and fun. Enjoy discovering them a posteriori through the magic of the movies and the crutch of this book.
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    Father Charles Coughlin, “father of hate radio.”

  


  [image: Image92]


  [image: Image92]


  
    Roman Scandals: The Plot




    Young Eddie (Eddie Cantor) lives in a graft-filled town named West Rome, Oklahoma where he is employed as a delivery boy for Mr. Cooper’s grocery store but he gives away so much food to people and animals from his tiny income that he ends up owing the storeowner each time a paycheck comes around. Allowed to sleep in the local museum by a friendly guard, he also hangs his laundry there, until he is caught sleeping late by the corrupt local officials, who are the Mayor (Harry Holman), Chief of Police Charles Pratt (Charles C. Wilson) and evil would-be philanthropist and know-it-all Warren Finlay Cooper (Willard Robertson), who takes a particular delight in building jails and throwing homeowners and renters into the street. Cooper’s latest plot is to donate land for the new city jail and then divide up the contractor fees among his cronies: the mayor and chief of police.


    Despite being innocent to the point of eccentricity, Eddie is beloved by the poor and kind people in town. However when an official car containing the corrupt authorities crashes into Eddie’s horse-drawn cart, Eddie becomes dazed and imagines that at the town limit he suddenly has lost his shoes in favor of sandals and that he has been transported to the outskirts of ancient Rome sometime during the Roman empire [31 B.C.–A.D. 476].


    Accosted immediately by Roman soldiers, Eddie is hauled off to the slave market where he is sold to the people’s champion Josephus (David Manners), who buys him to give him his freedom. But Eddie likes Josephus and laments that he cannot even hold a job as a slave. So he follows Josephus and tries to help him. When the Briton princess Sylvia (beautiful 1930s blonde Gloria Stuart) is brought to Rome in the emperor Valerius’ (Edward Arnold) Roman triumphal procession, Eddie tries to save her because he thinks she is looking straight at him, when in fact she is glancing at the handsome Josephus. Jailed for his actions, Eddie is given a laughing potion by a fellow prisoner and manages ultimately to amuse the Roman emperor Valerius, who spares his life but makes him official food taster in the palace, a job with no future as someone always seems eager to try to poison the emperor.


    Valerius, of course, proves to be evil and corrupt, just like the West Rome, Oklahoma politicians, and, in addition, the empress Agrippa (Verree Teasdale) wishes to conspire with Eddie and the palace chef to serve the emperor poisoned nightingales. She warns Eddie: “The one without the parsley is the one without the poison.” But Eddie nearly is poisoned himself because he cannot remember the phrase and because an observant slave adds in the missing parsley before the food is served to Valerius. Eventually, the emperor plans to do away with Eddie, Sylvia and Josephus, who has now become Sylvia’s lover. The lovers flee the palace by chariot and head for Ostia, and ultimate escape by sea, but the emperor’s chariots follow in hot pursuit while Eddie, in his own chariot, attempts to divert them and to keep hold of documents proving imperial corruption in ancient Rome. After a wild chase, Eddie’s chariot falls apart completely and plunges over a cliff. He wakes up to find himself back in West Rome, Oklahoma at the original crash site of his cart. He also finds that in the confusion of the crash he gets inadvertently in possession of documents proving not the corruption of the emperor of ancient Rome, but rather of the town officials and self-proclaimed leading citizen Cooper. The police chief has dropped the check for the payoff from Cooper and Eddie has found it. All the corrupt officials are rounded up and the citizens of West Rome, who have been thrown out on the street, have their homes saved. Eddie has his face posted all over town so that all may pay their respects to the local hero and even dogs are observed licking the image!
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    Eddie Cantor sings “Build a Little House” in Roman Scandals.
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    A Foreign ad for Roman Scandals features Eddie Cantor.

  


  
    Introduction To Eddie Cantor




    When Roman Scandals was first shown for the end of the Christmas and holiday season of 1933, it was appreciated as amusing light family entertainment and a successful vehicle for its enormously popular and enduring star Eddie Cantor and his character known generally to the public as “The Kid.” The Kid had already been featured in a Broadway show and later the silent movie known as Kid Boots (1926), and the Samuel Goldwyn talking films Whoopee! (1930), Palmy Days (1931) and The Kid from Spain (1932). The Kid was usually perceived by audiences of the time as a character containing something of Cantor himself, the orphaned offspring of a Jewish immigrant family. He played a Jew in the American West in Whoopee! and a Jew pretending to be a Spaniard in The Kid from Spain.


    Later on he would portray a kid from Brooklyn ending up in Egypt in Kid Millions, and a kid transported to ancient Baghdad in Ali Baba Goes to Town (1937), by which time he could barely pass for a juvenile any longer! The Kid was innocent, kindhearted and considerate of others, but also a perpetual wise guy, who was always outsmarted by others until eventually his honesty and integrity somehow helped him to triumph.


    Eddie Cantor was highly successful on Broadway, in the new medium of radio, on records and in film, and was, at the time that Roman Scandals was made, elected president of the newly formed Screen Actors Guild. In short, he was at the apex of his career. The public had come to expect that Eddie, one of America’s giants of the entertainment business, would star in one musical film per year and he was ardent about making that film as entertaining as possible and filling it with lots of the sure fire gags and vaudeville routines, for which he was known.


    Thus, the film was intended as nothing more than blockbuster entertainment and it quickly became United Artists’top film of the whole year and one of the 15 highest grossing movies of 1934. However, as an archaeologist and historian, I believe that this film should be viewed not just as popular entertainment, but as a unique cultural artifact, reflecting many important characteristics of its time and place. Like another important Eddie Cantor vehicle, Ali Baba Goes to Town (1937), which brought Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal to ancient Baghdad and is equally worthy of review by historians, Roman Scandals views a remote place and time (ancient imperial Rome) through the prism of modern American society (the heart of the Great Depression). In order to understand what life was like in American when the Depression was at its most frightening and how Americans responded to it, Roman Scandals should be required viewing.


    Its star Eddie Cantor was already not only an American icon, but also a symbol for optimism during the Depression, especially since he had lost everything in the stock market crash of 1929, and still laughed it off and wrote a humorous short book about it entitled Caught Short. But Cantor’s life had been hard from the very start and Americans knew about his struggles for success from articles in movie magazines and newspapers. Cantor had been orphaned while still a tiny child and grew up on the Lower East Side in New York. He eked out a living doing vaudeville performances and eventually became one of the premiere attractions of the Ziegfeld Follies, the most lavish and popular entertainment in New York. He was raised by his maternal grandmother, Esther Lazarowitz Kantrowitz, who helped keep little Israel Iskowitz off the streets. His name was unofficially changed to Kantrowitz in public school to facilitate his living situation and eventually it became shortened to Cantor as he sought a career in entertainment. His girlfriend Ida Tobias nicknamed him Eddie and a entertainment legend was born.


    As he grew to manhood, it was evident that Eddie could do better than many others. He had a rather weak, high-pitched and frail-sounding singing voice and he wasn’t much of a tap dancer either but rather more of a hoofer. Nonetheless he had an engagingly mannered style, which greatly appealed to Americans who saw him as energetic and enthusiastic, featuring his prancing around the stage on tiptoes singing, clapping his hands together and rolling his banjo eyes, leading to his popular epithets “Banjo Eyes” and “The Apostle of Pep.” Particularly delightful was his stage, radio and screen persona as “The Kid,” a character drawn from his real life as an undersized waif on the streets of the Lower East Side of New York City.


    In Roman Scandals, his kid character is a genial soul, whom everyone likes but who is an orphan with no money. A guard allows him to sleep in the public museum where he innocently hangs his laundry, which he intends to take it down before the museum opens. He works in Cooper’s grocery store but his philanthropy to both people and animals leaves him perpetually in debt to Mr. Cooper.


    Cantor’s wide-eyed innocence on the screen differed from the savvy ex-street kid he actually was, but it provided an opportuity to draw him into plot convolutions his character wasn’t intended to understand fully and above all it allowed him to be drawn into sexual situations from which he constantly tried to escape in order to defend his virture. In The Kid from Spain (1932), the predecessor to Roman Scandals, Cantor was again the wide-eyed innocent, seduced by Lyda Roberti, a man-crazy “Mexican” (though actually Polish) blonde bombshell. In the early Cantor films, his character starts with total innocence but is led quickly into a world of predatory or shocked women, which always leaves the viewer with a feeling that he has seen something naughty. Such scenes also gave Cantor a chance to roll his banjo eyes and wink to the audience that even though his character doesn’t know what’s going on, he does. Much of his comedy is involved with leading the audience along to see a naughty situation while pretending he actually knows nothing about what is being revealed. This was an essential part of his show business persona or what we used to call in vaudeville his “mask.” Many great comedians project this same mask — Jack Benny being cheap, Jim Carrey being wild and crazy, Mike Meyers being a swinging idiot secret agent, Adam Sandler (before he took on more mature parts) being the innocent kid in the Cantor tradition. His “Canteen Boy” persona on the TV comedy series Saturday Night Live is an example of the Cantor character or mask taken to extremes! We know that these comedians know what they are doing but we suspend belief and enjoy their pretense.


    Cantor’s distinctive delivery in films was much the same as his delivery on stage. Feeling that the most essential thing was for the viewer to make sure and actually hear his joke, Cantor always enunciated extremely clearly and gestured to punctuate each key thought. Years of working with bad microphones, no microphones and poor sound recording had made him this way and it became a trademark, as did his prancing around the stage on tiptoes when singing, clapping his hands together and rolling his eyes. Cantor’s distinctive style made him popular with vaudeville impersonators and made him a success in every field of show business he undertook: records, silent films, the Broadway stage, the Ziegfeld Follies, radio, television and sound films.At the end of his life he was such a success on television on The Colgate Comedy Hour and with his frequent guest appearances and cameos on other programs, that he literally worked himself to death, remaining in high demand even into his 70s. His unflagging optimism had seen him rise from being totally wiped out in 1929 to earning $450,000 by 1933 and soon thereafter becoming a millionaire again. It is not an exaggeration to say that his optimism helped save America and Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s plan for the country and he was also a driving force in support of the American effort in WWII, in USO tours, in standing up for and protecting actors’ rights, and in founding the March of Dimes, which organized school children across the country to collect money to fight polio. The March of Dimes, established in 1938, was a play on a popular newsreel program called The March of Time, shown before the main feature in movie theaters.


    When Eddie urges the people of West Rome, Oklahoma to survive in the street because it is “already furnished” and to get together and “build a little home,” he is speaking as the honest, generous, down on his luck, optimistic Everyman that FDR wanted to popularize in the public mind in order to prevent the country from a plunge into anarchy. Eddie was a revered major American force and a critically important role model in those Depression years. The fact that he has become so completely and undeservedly forgotten and unknown today is a testament to changing modern tastes. He wasn’t a handsome leading man and he did not excel at any one thing but his body of work, when presented to young audiences, is appreciated by many both because it is still very funny in a slightly naughty yet essentially innocent way and above all because it is historically significant satire. The more most people learn about Eddie Cantor the more they appreciate his comedy and his contributions.


    In Roman Scandals, The Kid, Eddie, is caught sleeping in the public museum and thrown out of town by a corrupt mayor, developer and police chief who are engaging in graft and secret deals. As he is leaving his horse-drawn cart has a crash with the mayor’s car and he is thrown to the ground. After that he is escorted to the city limits where he suddenly finds himself transported back into ancient Rome and the time of the so-called emperor Valerius (Edward Arnold) who has just won major victories against the Britons and captured their princess Sylvia (lovely Gloria Stuart). Eddie has to change his name to Oedipus or Eddipus because there is no such name as Eddie in Latin and he becomes the personal slave of Josephus (David Manners) who is an enemy of Valerius and spokesman for the common man. Josephus, Oedipus and Sylvia become the champions of justice in the corrupt world of ancient imperial Rome, which is constantly paralleled to the world of 1933 America and its Great Depression.
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    Eddie Cantor and Lyda Roberti on the cover of Picturegoer magazine promote The Kid from Spain.
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    Roman Scandals and The Great Depression




    Roman Scandals was intended as escapist fare to provide an optimistic feeling as the Depression was striking fear into the hearts of Americans and forcing staggering unemployment, thus far much worse than the reported 10 to 15% figures we are approaching nationally during the present major recession of 2009-2011 when this book is being published for the first time. Just as in America in 1933, the ancient Rome of Oedipus is full of corrupt officials but Oedipus offers hope and faith in the common man to save the day. Roman Scandals supported President Franklin Roosevelt’s attempt to urge people not to abandon hope but instead to give time for FDR’s Brain Trust and New Deal to save the country through stimulus programs such as the CCC (Civilian Conservation Corps) and the WPA (Works Progress Administration). These organizations were designed to provide basic support money for starving, unemployed families and to help the country’s deteriorating infra-structure of public works.


    Business owners in 1933 were encouraged to pitch in, keep people employed, and display in their shops emblems of the National Recovery Administration such as “We do our part!,” featuring a blue American Thunderbird, the legendary bird of power of the Native American people of the Pacific Northwest, and more generally a symbol of power and strength. However, while the upper part of the logo is a Thunderbird, the rest of the figure resembles an eagle clutching lightning—this was an ancient Greek and Roman symbol of the power of the Greek god Zeus or the Roman Jupiter and had also been adapted by the Nazis as one of their prominent logos at the same time. The eagle is also clutching a notched gear, a symbol of recovering American industry but also resembling a Roman laurel wreath, which may have been its initial inspiration for the eagle’s designer Hugh Samuel Johnson, who was also the head of the NRA.


    FDR’s fireside chats on the radio and his powerfully confident, self-assured voice helped to keep America going while the New Deal began to resurrect the country from the ashes. He projected a sense of reassurance and physical power and what the newspaperman H.L. Mencken mockingly referred to as his “Christian Science smile.” Conservative critics in modern times, the strongest among them being Rush Limbaugh and Sean Hannity, have stated that only WWII beginning in December, 1941, was able to turn around the Great Depression but economic statistics clearly show that FDR’s programs were effective, particularly in the first phase of the New Deal shortly after he took office and that eventually public confidence began to turn revive. FDR did not end the Depression but he did help to stop its downward spiral of the Herbert Hoover presidency.


    Along with FDR, Eddie Cantor did a great deal to restore faith in America through his escapist and optimistic films and his writings, particularly his small books produced during the Depression to raise spirits. His reassuring voice also provided entertainment and encouragement on the radio where he was perhaps the most important American star. Despite being on radio as early as 1922, he hit his stride on The Chase and Sanborn Hour beginning on September 13, 1931. He was soon the highest paid radio entertainer with an enormous following in every stratum of society. If he introduced a song and it was good it would sell phenomenally. In 1934, for example, he introduced “Santa Claus is Coming to Town,” which became a gigantic hit overnight and sold 400,000 records in one month and 100,000 copies of sheet music! And the song is still popular today. That’s how big he was in the 1930s.


    Eddie was beloved also because he had resurrected himself from the ashes and he argued on his radio show that the average American could also do this by applying himself. He kept faith with America and with his president. Eddie’s message of hope entertained through comedy, gave an appearance of normalcy, and made fun of the Depression. Together with FDR’s more serious approach to problem solving, the two men packed an effective one-two punch. Roman Scandals, released December 29, 1933, was designed as a package of New Year’s optimism for 1934 and a complement to the New Deal. With radio, movies, records and shows, Eddie became a Depression-era media megastar and FDR the first real media president, succeeding Herbert Hoover (1929-1933) who was not media savvy. Hoover, who essentially had supported the big business policies of buying stocks with no margin, had no answer for the ills of the country other than hoping that the ship of state would somehow right itself by trusting in big business and opposing government regulation. He also had the misfortune of being president when the corruption and mismanagement in business and politics had reached a head, culminating in the great stock market crash of October 1929, followed by years of a growing unemployment so bad that many people were forced to live outdoors near city dumps where they might find discarded food or meals brought in by concerned citizens who were still employed. Others lined up to survive by being fed at breadlines or soup kitchens after being forced out of their homes to live in tents or move into their own cars. The impromptu communities in the city dumps were quickly dubbed Hoovervilles.


    In the beginning of Roman Scandals we see a community of people ejected from their homes and living on the street. It could easily have been depicted as an expression of grief and hardship but is instead turned into a place of communal help and support and pure joy, very different from the harsh realities people were facing outside the theater. Living outside in the open air might have its advantages, if one believes the populist rhetoric of the film’s opening tune “Build a Little Home”:




    It’s not a palace or a poorhouse


    But the rent is absolutely free.


    And it’s my house, but it’s your house,


    If you’ll come and stay with me.


    With a carpet on the floor,


    Made of buttercups and clover,


    All our troubles will be over,


    When we build a little home.




    Turning horrifying reality (with which the audience could all too readily identify) into optimism is one of the very first things that the movie does to lighten the burden of its audience:




    You’ll always have a roof above you,


    As long as there’s a sky.


    And if you have someone to love you,


    You’re sure of getting by.


    You don’t need a lot of log and stone,


    Build a home on happiness alone.




    One reason that movies remained popular throughout the ’30s was their cheap cost of attendance, perhaps a quarter at times with frequent discounts and offers of giveaway prizes such as Depression Modern glass for the home. Especially popular was Bank Night, a concept invented by 20th Century Fox booking agent Charles U. Yeager in Denver, Colorado whereby you signed your name in a book and got a number which was drawn by lot on Bank Night and you might win cash prizes. Bank Night quickly became a staple of movie theaters in the Depression and they offered tangible hope of escaping one’s financial predicament which was further bolstered by the abundant escapist film fair such as King Kong or the various Busby Berkeley fantastic musicals such as 42nd Street, Golddiggers of 1933 and Roman Scandals. There were of course also realistic movies that depicted the horrors of contemporary life, such as William Wellman’s Wild Boys of the Road or King Vidor’s Our Daily Bread, but these were not the films that mass audiences, craving cheap entertainment and escape, sought.
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    FDR gives a Fireside Chat.
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    Many families lost their homes and were forced to live in their automobiles during the Great Depression.
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    Shanty towns grew up near trash dumps as homeless families tried to survive on the garbage heaps.
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    In Roman Scandals the “Build a Little House” number features families living outdoors.
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    In the 1930s glass giveaways in movie theaters were common and cheap, streamlined looking glass came to be known as Depression Glass and is still highly collected today.

  


  
    The Depression Modern-Style




    Roman Scandals was designed in a new style expressly concocted for dealing with the Great Depression; it has come to be known as Depression Modern, thanks to its chronicler Martin Greif. It reflected a desire to do away with the cluttered and expensive Greek or Roman classical look with elaborately carved and expensive columns and moldings and replace it with a more modern, streamlined design that showed the influence of airplanes and ocean liners, those wonders of the age which could be both beautiful and functional. The idea that beautiful form could follow function became dominant and there was also the notion that streamlining with modern materials such as chromium looked toward a future world, which would solve the problems of this world through science. And the use of light wood such as bleached maple for furniture plus light colors would reflect what was called a “sunny disposish” (sunny disposition), a term popularized first in the 1926 Broadway musical Americana.


    Along with the classical art or Beaux-Arts style (classical fine art style taught at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris) which had now become out of fashion, another art movement known as Art Deco also fell by the wayside increasingly by the time Roman Scandals was made. Deco largely involved the use of sumptuous materials, many angular or non-traditional forms and stepped pyramids. It had become popular at an exhibition known as L’Exposition des Arts Decoratifs in Paris in 1925 and it was influenced by the angular Cubist art of Pablo Picasso, modern streamlining and even the discovery of King Tut’s tomb in the Valley of the Kings in Egypt, as well as other movements and ideas of the period between 1895 and 1925. In America, Deco forms were reproduced all across the main streets of America in a style which has come to be termed Cut-Rate Deco or Modernistic, featuring glazed tiles slapped onto buildings decorated with volutes, non-historical ornament and garish colors. But by 1933 all that was going out of vogue. The stepped pyramid look remained but got more curvilinear and the streamlining stayed popular but overall simplification meant restfulness and beauty.


    As Depression Modern grew in popularity, it also emphasized lightness and solar imagery. This emphasis had come from the development of such European spas as the Auguste Rollier Heliotherapy Clinic in Switzerland, which had been established as in 1903 and became widely known by the 1920s. Rollier reported having great success in treating dreaded diseases such as tuberculosis by exposing people to the sun and ultra-violet light in strong but measured doses. In 1911 for example, he treated 369 cases of tuberculosis with exposure to the sun and of these 284 were healed and 48 improved. Treatment continued until the body was well tanned. Thus a gently tanned body became described as a “healthy tan” because it was believed to be so. Statistics claiming vast improvements in treating various diseases were provided and the solar cult was born. Revealing bathing suits for women allowed more exposure of the sun’s rays and looked good too.


    Pioneer women’s swimmer Annette Kellerman of Australia had developed the Unitard or one-piece women’s bathing suit by 1907, claiming that it was healthier for the body because it provided women more flexibility in the water. She was promptly arrested on a Boston beach, but after her court trial and Rollier’s discoveries, the simpler one-piece suit had arrived to stay and now had a justification for existing. Blonde solar bursts were displayed widely on cigarette cases and were used inside theaters such as the 1932 Radio City Music Hall in New York City. Before Rollier, Rudyard Kipling had written: “Only mad dogs and Englishmen go out in the noonday sun.” And later this became a popular song by England’s Noel Coward with the same title, but now the solar cult had arrived and the blonde look was in. Even F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote about the cult of the sun and feminine beauty as women exposed their bodies on the French Riviera in Tender is the Night (1934). The solar cult also was exploited in publicity for the development of Florida and California, the sun states, and after the solar cult took hold, these two states had the most rapid growth rate of any state in the union between 1920 and 1940.


    Along with streamlined forms and blonde, solar imagery, curves were in fashion too. In this time of Depression, hard edges such as had been popular in the Cubist art of Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque in the 1910s and 1920s were out. They were replaced by curvilinear forms and were reflected in the changing look of women. In 1920 the 19th Amendment gave women the right to vote but they were not fully emancipated even though they were progressing into a new perception of themselves. They wore lighter clothing, discarding their hoop skirts (flared out with stiffeners such as baleen or whale bone) and their bustles (formed with crinoline or stiff fabric hiding female posteriors), and employed cosmetics so they could become what Elizabeth Arden would call “women fresh as posies,” boyish, slender-bodied pals to the males. They began to do things that shocked their parents since they were able to escape from the watchful eyes of their community and go to petting parties in automobiles that could take them far away into the country.


    These female companions, embodied in the movies and on the stage by the likes of Clara Bow, Sally O’Neill, Marjorie “Babe” Kane, Helen Kane, Frances White and Jane Green, came to be referred to as flappers, as if they were ducklings just learning to fly. The ideal flappers were typically slim and flat-chested brunettes with short hair and cloche hats (usually bell-shaped, close fitting felt hats over short dark hair) invented by Parisian Caroline Reboux or short-skirted clothing styles popularized in Paris by such designers as Coco Chanel. The hugely broad-brimmed hats of the 1910s popularized by vaudeville stars such as Reine Davies were out of fashion now and bobbed hair and pouty lips were in. The girls were boyish but sometimes spoke their minds, often uttering phrases that would shock their parents by “being flip” and talking about sex openly, drinking during Prohibition at speakeasies, smoking and listening not to the gentle classical music of the piano and pianoforte but rather to new hot jazz or jass music played on the saxophone by groups like The Six Brown Brothers. It wasn’t opera, or even operetta or violin that was listened to so much by the young, but rather popular music with a raucous beat that had evolved out of what was termed “Negro music” such as blues, jazz and ragtime and was featured by white performers such as Marion Harris, the Boswell Sisters, Fred Waring, George Olsen and Ruth Etting. When the Boswells started slurring their lyrics and syncopating their rhythms many radio listeners found these musical variations low class and shocking!


    By 1920, although women were voting nationwide, they weren’t yet fully emancipated social equals. They were generally limited in the jobs they might take such as librarian, nurse and schoolteacher, and they were expected to give up their careers for the man they loved when they got married — because having a working wife was a sign of male failure. Women who wanted careers instead of men or careers with men were viewed as strange and these anti-feminist attitudes were reinforced by the rising profession of psychiatry and the teachings of Charles Darwin and Sigmund Freud. It may seem bizarre that evolutionists supported the idea of the natural inferiority of women but they did. Darwin believed that women were biologically and intellectually inferior to men, and some evolutionists, buoyed by the teachings of Freud, argued that women were a separate and inferior psychological species from men, known as homo parietalis as opposed to the homo frontalis of the males. Thus men had primacy or frontality and women were parietal and perhaps functioning from a different and less important lobe of the brain, behind the frontal lobe. Since this was sometimes also taught in school, women could become conditioned to believe in their own inferiority because their preeminent scientists of the time said they were. Thus the 1920s could be a confusing time for women, having become emancipated in many ways while still being limited in their social possibilities and in their self evaluation.


    In the 1920s girls who fit into the flapper mode were said to have “It,” an idea put forward in Cosmopolitan magazine by the British interpreter of the American scene Elinor Glyn; such women said titillating things, could wear exotic clothing items and accessories and yet were great companions for males escorting them to parties. They wore lighter garments of silk and rayon and threw away their corsets, prefer-ring to wear clothing that might be as much as 1/10th as heavy as their older wear with whale-bone supports. For Elinor, the most typical symbol of the 1920s woman was Clara Bow, that redheaded bundle of energy whose iconic popularity soared at the time. Celebrating Clara in 1925, the magazine Vanity Fair wrote:




    In one person, in one pose, we have the genus American girl, refined, washed, manicured, pedicured, permanent-waved and exalted herewith…Do you wonder that for the nonce she is almost the most popular of the movie stars?




    It may seem to modern eyes that these Charleston or Black Bottom dancing girls had jettisoned their self-control along with their corsets. But, as we have suggested, the flapper was not totally free. This becomes clear when we observe how comedian and director Charlie Chaplin described his ideal 1920s woman:




    1. When in my company, she never admires other men.




    2. If I am obliged to leave her in order to keep another engagement, her disappointment is always keen enough to be flattering to me, but never quite keen enough to keep me from going where I am going.




    3. Her diamond bracelets never need cleaning.




    4. Her shoulders are never shiny.




    5. She never takes advantage of a voluptuous situation to narrow her eyes.




    6. She always reads all of the Sunday papers (the funny sheet first) but, having read them, she refolds them neatly and leaves them as they were.




    7. She knows the words of no popular dance music, or, if she does, never sings them in my ear when dancing.




    8. She uses only a faint eau de toilette during the day, but sprays herself plentifully with L’Heure Bleue upon retiring.




    9. I am not exactly in love with her, but




    10. She is entirely
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