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model: A person or thing regarded as an excellent example of a specified quality . . . A person employed to display clothes by wearing them.


—Oxford English Dictionary


IT WAS STILL BARELY LIGHT ON A CRISP MANHATTAN MORNING, and John Casablancas was dozing contentedly, lying alone in his wide Carlyle hotel bed. Such solitude was not the custom for the dashing thirty-three-year-old. As the owner and very hands-on manager of Paris’s hottest fashion sensation, Elite Model Management, Casablancas was directing the destinies of some of the world’s most desirable women. Yet on this late-fall morning in 1976, the man known as Paris’s Sundance Kid had serious business in his sights.


He had arrived in New York the previous night, purportedly on a “leisure” trip, and had gone straight up to his suite, taking pains to ensure that no one in the fashion world knew he was there. His mission was secret, and he had discussed his ambitions with very few. After the tear-away success of Elite in Paris, Casablancas was plotting to set up his own model management agency in New York, defying the no-poaching protocols that had applied across the Atlantic since modeling began, and challenging the dominance of America’s grandest and most established model managers: Zoli, Wilhelmina, Stewart Cowley, and the very grandest and longest-established model agent of them all, Eileen Ford.


Casablancas was still half asleep at 8:30 a.m. when the phone beside his bed rang.


“Good morning, Johnny,” growled a female voice dripping with malevolence and delight at its owner’s cleverness. “How are you? I just want to be the first to give you the big news. Your business in New York . . . is not going to happen, my friend.”


FIERCE, DEMANDING, AND UNASHAMEDLY EAGER TO TRIUMPH IN EVERY battle, Eileen Ford was more than the queen; she was the empress of American modeling—a mixture of Mary Tyler Moore and Barbara Walters, but tougher. John Casablancas liked to refer to his bitter rival as Catherine the Great. Love her or loathe her, no one could deny that Eileen Ford had clawed her way to the very top of the rag trade pantheon, and could jostle her padded power shoulders with its most powerful titans. Sarah Doukas, the young British agent who made her name when she discovered Kate Moss in a JFK airport check-in line, recalls the designer Valentino catching the eye of Eileen Ford at a fashion show and nodding to her with wary respect. “The two of them saluted each other like royalty.”


Eileen Ford had founded her modeling agency in 1947 with her husband, Jerry, and for more than a quarter century the Fords had been at the top of the heap. If you bought a Ford car, you knew you would get solid, workmanlike performance. If you booked a Ford model, you got Ferrari and Porsche glamour—with Rolls-Royce prestige and prices. Dorian Leigh, Suzy Parker, Jean Patchett, Dovima, Carmen Dell’Orefice, Lauren Hutton—by 1976 the Fords had model-managed America’s finest, and Europe’s as well. When Jean Shrimpton came to New York for a break from Swinging London, it was always with Ford that she worked.


The queen held court at East Fifty-Ninth Street, in a five-story converted warehouse facing the ramp from the Queensboro Bridge, its reception area decorated with wood panels like a chalet in the Austrian Alps. At first glance, the world’s largest modeling agency appeared to be operating out of the log cabin of the Von Trapp Family Singers.


“Why not?” was Eileen’s response to being questioned on her choice of décor. “I liked that style since I read Heidi as a child.”


It was one of Eileen’s regal prerogatives to be capricious. Stomping across her reception area one morning in the summer of 1977, she swept past two bright-eyed hopefuls waiting to see her, ignoring their eagerly proffered model books, and walked straight up to her office as if the young women were another set of panels on the wall. Having made them wait an hour or two while she conducted an interview with journalist Anthony Haden-Guest, she then retraced her steps and deigned to stop in front of one of the women, jabbing with a pencil in her direction.


“What are you doing here?”


“Waiting to see you, Miss Ford.”


The pencil remained poised as Eileen scanned the woman, before her eyes went totally and rather alarmingly blank. It was as if a torch had been brightly pointed in the candidate’s direction, wrote Haden-Guest, to be switched off just as suddenly.


“Come back and see me,” she said to the young woman. “Come back and see me when you’ve lost twelve pounds.”


Eileen Ford liked to explain how apparent cruelty was kinder to most wannabe beauty icons than thoughtlessly prolonging their hopes. “There is not one girl in two hundred of those who present themselves to me has got a chance of making it as a professional model, and it is wicked to let them think otherwise. It is part of my duty to help the other hundred and ninety-nine to get on with their lives.”


The preeminence of the Ford Modeling Agency was based on Eileen Ford’s uncanny ability to pick out the success story lurking inside candidate number two hundred, blending her “eye” for talent with some other sixth sense that detected the originality in, say, Lauren Hutton—for whom Jerry Ford, in 1973, had negotiated modeling’s largest-ever advertising contract to that date: two hundred thousand dollars with Revlon—when other agents had not been able to see beyond Hutton’s quirkily misaligned gaze and the gap in her front teeth. Jerry Ford took care of the business side of things, leaving his wife free to act as the agency’s “eye,” and four times a year that “eye” headed across the Atlantic with her husband to scout the talent of Europe. London, Paris, and Scandinavia were her happiest hunting grounds, providing regular consignments of comely young women capable of earning a hundred thousand dollars a year, the going rate for a top model in the early 1970s.


Ford’s revenue from that was roughly twenty thousand dollars—two-thirds or so from the 15–20 percent commission charged to the model, with a further 10 percent charged to any advertising client. In 1970 the agency raked in some five million dollars’ income from its stable of 180 models, and John Casablancas had come to New York in 1976 to start hewing out his own loot from the gold mine that never seemed to stop giving.


In Eileen Ford’s mind, however, revenue was not the sole or even the principal reason she could not allow Elite Model Management and its raffish owner to “happen” in New York. In the eyes of the “godmother” of modeling—the title that Life magazine bestowed upon Eileen Ford in November 1970—money came second to her particular version of morality. “Johnny’s problem was that he didn’t just want to steal the talent,” she later explained; “he wanted to boff it.”


From the start of her career Eileen Ford had prided herself on shielding her “girls” from the predatory males who lurked in every corner of the business, from lascivious photographers to clients looking for extra favors in return for their patronage. “She really could be ferocious,” recalls Rusty Donovan Zeddis, a Ford booker for many years. “If a girl came back to the office with a story of suggestiveness or any sort of inappropriate pressure, Eileen would get straight on the phone and bawl the guy out. Then he was blacklisted. He would be lucky to hire a Ford model again.”


Even the sainted Richard Avedon, against whom no accusations of impropriety were ever made, lived in fear of “the call” that might come if ever a photo session with a Ford model stretched out longer than intended. “I remember Dick quite losing his cool and going to the phone himself,” recalls a Ford model from the late 1940s. “He couldn’t concentrate until he’d made certain Eileen would let him have the extra half hour—and, of course, he had to pay extra for it.”


All underage models, and many girls needing help to get established in New York, went to stay as nonpaying guests at the Fords’ five-story town house at East Seventy-Eighth Street, off Third Avenue. There Eileen presided as an all-seeing über-matron, giving the girls lessons in table manners and the finer points of eating crab or artichokes as they sat down to dinner (at 7:30 prompt) with the entire Ford family (three daughters and a son). If Swan Lake was playing at the Met, she would take the girls along as part of their higher education, and she enforced a strict curfew on any of her surrogate daughters who wished to venture out alone at night. Far more than the Fifty-Ninth Street office, the supervised dormitory on East Seventy-Eighth Street summed up the essence of Eileen Ford’s style.


For John Casablancas, all this was outdated and puritanical rubbish—he had his models for breakfast in a completely different fashion. “Eileen and I had radically contrasting philosophies, and of the two of us, I think that my approach was the more honest. Fashion is all about sex. Look at the runway shows, all the models with their breasts out. Then they cover it up a little for the high street and sell it in the shops. Why does a woman buy any item of clothing unless it’s going to make her look and feel sexier? That’s why women buy clothes and makeup: to attract men. Girls are objects of desire and they know it. They are hot. So I would encourage my girls to be relaxed. I preferred them loose.”


Casablancas made no secret of the fact that he slept with his models, and he delighted in the fact that the Elite masthead logo, designed with two lowercase e’s on either side of three upright letters—elite—was inspired by the image of two testicles nestling on either side of an upright phallus.


“I was the playboy, enjoying everything with one big, tremendous roar of laughter. Modeling is a superficial, phony world, and you make a mistake if you take it too seriously. Eileen was twenty years older than me. She played the mother figure and she wanted to be in control—that was how she got young girls away from their parents. I was much closer to the age of the models. So I played their friend, and sometimes their boyfriend.”


The gulf was unbridgeable.


THE SHOWDOWN CAME ON EILEEN’S FAVORED TERRITORY, AT THE restaurant “21” at 21 West Fifty-Second Street, not far from Fifth Avenue and a block away from the Museum of Modern Art. Often known as the “21” Club, on account of its exclusive clientele, whose horse-racing liveries were represented in the gaudy cast-iron jockeys on the balcony over the door, the former speakeasy was the locale of Eileen’s ultimate service to many in her own stable. She would invite eligible bachelors to luncheon parties at “21,” with a selection of her unattached “girls” whose years had ticked by and whose bookings were easing off. Not a few of them were able to leave her service on the arm of a rich or even titled husband. Eileen was particularly proud of the contribution that Ford girls made over the years to the gene pool of the English upper classes: Jenny Windsor Elliott, who became Jenny Guinness; Janet Stevenson, who became Lady Beamish; Anna Karin Bjorck, Lady Erne; and Baroness Howard of Lympne—though in this last case, as with many others, the 1975 marriage of Ford model turned novelist Sandra Howard to the leader of Britain’s Conservative Party owed nothing to Eileen’s matchmaking.


Now she booked the private dining room at “21” for another type of party—a hanging party, as John Casablancas later remembered it. Eileen invited the owners of New York’s major agencies (Wilhelmina, Stewart Cowley, and Zoli) to join her and Jerry in confronting the young upstart from Paris and issuing him his marching orders.


The gentle and eccentric Zoli—Zoltan Rendessy, an openly gay Hungarian who had the exotic Veruschka on his books and had made his name with an array of striking, long-haired, hippie-style male models—judiciously chose to miss the confrontation. He sent his apologies. Yet there was no shortage of aggression across the table, with the charge led by Wilhelmina, the Dutch-born ice maiden whose high cheekbones made her look like a third sister to siblings Dorian Leigh and Suzy Parker. Wilhelmina had been Eileen Ford’s top model in the early sixties, before she broke away to form her own agency with her husband, Bruce Cooper, in 1967.


“Obviously Jerry and I were not happy when Willy went out on her own,” Eileen Ford later recalled. “It was probably her dreadful lowlife of a husband who gave her the idea to set up against us. But she was a great model, and when it came to competition, she was a lady. She followed the rules.”


John Casablancas was not following the rules. The international etiquette of modeling prescribed that an agent who crossed national boundaries, or even recruited a model from another city in the United States, should negotiate a percentage, and transmit the equivalent of royalties to the model’s “mother” agency. By seeking to bring a French agency into New York without paying his dues, Casablancas was trampling on conventions, and it was Wilhelmina who voiced the collective outrage.


“She pointed her long fingernails at me,” Casablancas later recalled, “and said, ‘We’re going to get you. We’re going to finish you off!’” Wilhelmina’s pugnacious husband, Bruce Cooper, joined in. In his opinion, Casablancas was a “pimp.”


“Willy and Bruce were furious,” Eileen later remembered. “They both carried on and on about what they would do. Bruce had been drinking—he was always drinking. They were out of control.”


“It was a torrent of accusations,” recalled Casablancas. “I was going to hold orgies. I was going to pervert all the youth of America. They attacked me with a fury I had never seen before in my life.”


Fighting back, Casablancas retorted that American agents—and Eileen, in particular—were stealing his models whenever they came on their scouting trips to Paris, and across Europe as a whole. “We cannot even recruit in Scandinavia, because Eileen went there and closed all the doors,” he protested. “You don’t understand. I haven’t got any interest in doing business here. I’d hate to live in Manhattan. I hate the hypocrisy of the American way of life, and I don’t like American food. My personal life and the agency are in Paris, and are doing very well. I haven’t got any desire to open an agency in New York.”


CASABLANCAS WAS LYING, OF COURSE. DIFFERENT PARTICIPANTS give varying dates for this particular model showdown in the private room at “21,” but according to Anthony Haden-Guest, whose article on the conflict ran in New York magazine in July 1977, the gathering took place on March 10, 1977. Less than two weeks later, on March 22, legal papers were filed in Albany for the New York incorporation of Elite Model Management Inc.


“So many lies!” Casablancas later wrote apologetically. For, as a matter of fact, by the time of the “21” meeting, he had already secured and paid the deposit on luxurious offices on East Fifty-Eighth Street, next door to Bloomingdale’s, and had been discreetly recruiting models for months through his friend, the young photographer Alain Walch, who had been using his fashion contacts to spy inside the agencies. “Alain,” Casablancas later wrote, “and his beautiful Swedish girlfriend, Marie Johansson, whom I represented, were the only people in New York who knew all my plans.”


Maaret Halinen, the blonde Finnish model who was one of Wilhelmina’s stars, was the first to declare openly for Elite. “Wilhelmina had not been doing a great job with her,” Casablancas later sneered. “She was becoming a catalogue queen”—meaning that her agency had kept her on the lucrative but nonprestigious mail order treadmill, and had been failing to secure her creative editorial or advertising work. Early in May 1977, Halinen gave two weeks’ notice to Bruce Cooper—only to receive a phone call two days later telling her to leave the agency forthwith and send a messenger for her personal effects.


Then came the first defectors from Ford: Barbara Minty, Christie Brinkley, and Janice Dickinson. The twenty-three-year-old Brinkley had been originally discovered as a young art student from California working in Paris and had been launched by Casablancas—an example of his complaint that Ford crudely raided any talent that Europe uncovered—while the abrasive Dickinson, a practiced agency hopper, claimed that although Eileen had put her on the books, Ford was prejudiced against her as “much too ethnic” on account of the size of her lips. “I’m sorry, dear,” the model alleged that Eileen had once told her. “You’ll never work.”


Dickinson delighted in flouting the Eileen Ford moral code. In her post-model existence she wrote an uninhibited kiss-and-tell memoir about her couplings with celebrities from Mick Jagger to Sylvester Stallone, publicizing herself on TV talk shows by discussing such matters as the penis size of her famous lovers. In 1977 she maintained she had signed only briefly for Ford after Jerry Ford promised to get her twenty thousand dollars a day for a JVC advertising campaign for which Wilhelmina, her agency at the time, could not get more than five thousand. She now seized on the arrival of Casablancas in New York as an opportunity “to punish Eileen.” “It’s me, big-lipped Janice,” she later recalled telling her former boss over the phone. “I’m going to Elite. I don’t like you. I never liked you.”


Eileen Ford denied any recollection of Dickinson’s claims. “She was in my life such a short time,” Ford later commented. “I’m an Aries. We try not to mention unpleasant things. If something is unpleasant, I usually try to forget about it.”


The Aries in Eileen was more sorely tested by a couple of defections from the very heart of her agency—for Alain Walch had not been talking to models alone. He had been tasked by Casablancas with locating New York’s very best bookers: the day-to-day, at-the-desk women (and occasionally men) who dealt directly with the top models, cosseting their egos and talking hard down the phones to secure them the highest-possible fees for their work. Successful bookers were the essence of a successful agency, and Walch’s researches had alighted on one of Eileen Ford’s top staff, Monique Pillard.


A hardworking, stocky Frenchwoman with a taste for four-letter words, Pillard was warm toward her models and fierce toward the rest of the world. “Sitting beside her in the office,” remembered her fellow booker Tischka Nabi, “was like sitting at the guillotine beside Madame Defarge. Your ear went dead with the noise of her voice shouting down the phone.”


Like Eileen Ford, Pillard operated professionally with a minimum of sentiment, so she had no hesitation in accepting the handsome salary raise offered by Casablancas for her to jump ship. “I’ll always be grateful for what Eileen taught me,” she later explained. “She met me when I was running the Revlon Beauty Salon and she invited me to be a booker. But when I got too good, she tried to beat me down emotionally. She could be so harsh and cruel. She had me in her office every day telling me that no one liked me. I lost all my self-confidence. I felt that I was just a pencil on her desk.”


On April 29, 1977, Monique Pillard handed in her notice to Ford and walked out of the agency, taking with her Jo Zagami, the Fords’ financial controller, who knew Ford’s every balance sheet and the secret of how the world’s leading modeling agency was run.


Star Wars was the movie of the moment. It took New York by storm when it opened on May 25, 1977. So “Model Wars” became the obvious title for the real-life battle being fought in Manhattan’s galaxy of fashion, and if the debonair young Casablancas sought to cast himself as Luke Skywalker, Eileen Ford now thundered into unashamed Darth Vader mode. She was consumed with fury at the treachery of those she had nurtured, and she launched a series of multimillion-dollar lawsuits against Casablancas, Pillard, and Zagami, alleging commercial wrongdoing and betrayal of fiduciary trust. As her legal enforcer, she hired no less a force of darkness than the predatory Roy Cohn, who had started his career as counsel to Senator Joseph McCarthy’s House Un-American Activities Committee and went on to offer advice and, where necessary, legal representation to Richard Nixon, the John Birch Society, and mobsters Tony Salerno, Carmine Galante, and John Gotti.


Eileen had a couple of Bibles brought to her office with a marker pen. Closing the door, she painstakingly went through the New Testament, underlining in red ink every reference to Judas Iscariot: “And as they sat and did eat, Jesus said, ‘Verily I say unto you, One of you which eateth with me shall betray me’” (Mark 14:18).


She then had the red-marked Bibles hand-delivered to Zagami and Pillard in their homes—“And I would do it again,” she insisted later with pride. “She [Pillard] had said to me, ‘I love you. You’re like my mother.’ Then she left me the next day.”


Monique Pillard well remembers receiving the highlighted Bible. “It was only a paperback,” she sniffed.











CHAPTER 1



NOTHING TO DO BUT LOOK PRETTY





I’d LOVE to be a model! What an EASY job! Nothing to do but look PRETTY all day!


—Millie the Model, Marvel Comics


IN THE SPRING OF 1704 THE FRENCH AND ENGLISH ARMIES AGREED to suspend hostilities in northern France to allow the passage across the battlefield of a carriage bearing the “French fashion doll,” a life-size wooden figure that had been elaborately clothed to display the latest Paris fashions. According to Abbé Prévost, the author and gossipy chronicler of the times, ministers of both courts had granted the full-size doll a special pass “for the benefit of the ladies.”


Fashion dolls had been dispatched to London’s drapers since the Middle Ages so that English dressmakers could study what Europe’s smart set was wearing. The dolls often sported the latest hairstyles as well. By the eighteenth century the mannequins had made landfall in the New World, and in 1733, Miss Hannah Teats, a Boston dressmaker, proudly announced the arrival of such a doll, charging two shillings if you wanted to view it in her Summer Street shop—“if you send for it, seven shillings.” As late as 1796, Sally McKean in Philadelphia was writing to her friend Dolley Madison about the doll, “which has just come from England to give us some idea of the latest fashions.”


It was Charles Frederick Worth, the Lincolnshire-born Paris couturier, who was credited with setting aside puppets in the late 1850s and displaying his clothes on the bodies of actual, flesh-and-blood women—starting, according to legend, with the elegant and shapely Mrs. Worth, née Marie Vernet, who thus became the world’s first-ever formally designated fashion “model.” Madame Worth would display her husband’s designs not only in his salon, but also at the races, the opera, and anywhere else they might catch the eye of Paris’s fashionable elite.


High-society America proved initially resistant to the concept of haute couture. A few top-drawer Bostonians might buy Worth dresses while in Paris in the late nineteenth century, but according to Edith Wharton in The Age of Innocence, they would then hide the outfits away for a full two years before letting them be seen at the symphony. Only a middle-class arriviste would force his wife to “clap her new clothes on her back as soon as they arrived.”


“In my youth it was considered vulgar to dress in the latest fashions,” explains Mrs. Archer in The Age of Innocence, recounting how old Mrs. Baxter Pennilow, one of Boston’s grandest matrons, would import a dozen or so of the latest Worth dresses every year, then leave them to “mellow under lock and key” before wearing them in public after a season or so.


Ladies in the South were similarly disdainful of the siren call of modishness, though for more austere motives. As the grandes dames of Charleston, Richmond, and Savannah struggled through the stringencies of post–Civil War Reconstruction, it was a badge of honor to wear mended clothes and hand-me-downs—“Quality shone through.” To dress fashionably was to break ranks—though, as life returned to normal, a few might quietly ask their seamstress to copy a costume or two from the images in the social pages.


Wealthy female customers regarded live models with suspicion—after all, they came from the very showgirl class from which their husbands might recruit mistresses. In the mid-nineteenth century, Worth’s real-life fashion dolls were required to wear a puritanical fourreau, a black satin sheath, beneath the garments they were showing, and according to designer Pierre Balmain, French models were still required to wear these high-necked, long-sleeved undergarments in the early twentieth century if they were modeling grand evening gowns: “It was not seemly for them to be gowned like the aristocrats of fashion.”


Models were mere menials, paid by the hour. It scarcely seemed likely that, in less than a century, mannequins would outshine marchionesses. When the up-and-coming magazine magnate Condé Montrose Nash staged a charity Fashion Fête at New York’s Ritz-Carlton hotel in November 1914 in aid of “the women and children in every nation left destitute by the European War,” there was no pool of trained mannequins to be found in Manhattan. A group of shop assistants had to be hastily recruited and coached in the parading of clothes down a runway.


Then, sometime around 1915, a lean and handsome, thin-faced “resting” actor named John Robert Powers found that he could make more money modeling clothes for a few hours—a full thirty dollars per session—than he could earn for a whole week spouting Shakespeare on the theatrical payroll of Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree. A few years later, Baron Adolph de Meyer, the world’s first-ever salaried fashion photographer, asked Powers to recruit seven handsome men for a group pose for Vogue, the New York social magazine that Condé Nast was turning into a specialized journal of fashion. When other photographers started calling with similar requests, the light finally “smote me in the face,” as Powers later remembered in enduringly Shakespearean terms.


In 1923 the actor turned model turned entrepreneur published his first photo catalogue of some forty male and female “models,” with full descriptions and precise body measurements, then set up the offices of the John Robert Powers Agency in an old brownstone over a speakeasy off Broadway. The modern modeling industry had been born.




IT WAS NOT BY CHANCE THAT PROFESSIONALLY ORGANIZED MODELING started after World War I in America rather than in France, where fashion and modeling developments had set the pace until that date. In Paris the mannequins were underpaid, subservient employees of the traditional fashion houses—and were to remain so for many years. But in New York the infant profession of modeling had acquired more potent patrons, thanks to the new technology of the “rotogravure” press that made possible the printing of modern halftone photographs in bulk. By 1920 no fewer than forty-seven American newspapers were producing lavish rotogravure sections, where the pictures covered everything from the geographic wonders of the world to the frilly outfits of the Easter Parade—the grandest of which, as Judy Garland sang in her MGM sonnet to the Easter bonnet, would get snapped by the Fifth Avenue photographers to appear in the pages of the “ro-to-gra-vure.”


Many of the rotogravure sections of the American press appeared as Sunday supplements, and they depended on graphic consumer advertising to finance their expensively produced pages. If one single factor promoted the creation of the modern modeling agency, it was this vast new visual marketplace, since many of these pictorial advertisements promoted fashion and the increasingly profitable business of beauty. In 1916 the Hollywood makeup artist Maksymilian Faktorowicz enjoyed stunning success when he started to offer his Max Factor eye shadow, eyebrow pencils, colored face powders, and other professional makeup products to the general public. The age of mass-produced beauty lotions and potions had begun. By the end of the 1920s, various manufacturers were producing more than three thousand different face powders and several hundred rouges, not to mention lipsticks, for sale over the new “beauty counters” that had sprung up in stores and shops around America. Looking good was good for you—and, in some respects, was becoming an essential part of being good as well.




IN 1920 THE PSYCHOLOGIST EDWARD THORNDIKE, A LECTURER AT the Columbia School of Education, staged an experiment in which he asked two U.S. Army Air Service commanders who had recently returned from the Great War to evaluate their platoons of airmen according to the attractiveness of their outward appearance—neatness, voice, physique, bearing, and “energy.” Then he asked them to assess the same set of aviators according to their “inner” qualities of personality and character—among which he included intellect, dependability, loyalty, selflessness, and leadership skills.


In his seminal paper “A Constant Error in Psychological Ratings,” Thorndike reported that the aviators who were rated highly on their external qualities were 33 percent more likely to receive favorable judgments from their officers when it came to their supposed “inner,” psychological qualities, including their potential as future leaders. Physical attractiveness, in other words, embellished these men with added credibility. “The correlations,” wrote Thorndike, “were too high and too even.”


The psychologist called this phenomenon the halo effect (or the halo error), and it proved to be the springboard for a succession of modern studies that have sought to analyze the culture of the changing world with such concepts as “beauty bias,” the “attractiveness factor,” and “erotic capital”—such as teachers giving higher credit to attractive students and jurors assessing the credibility of witnesses on the basis of their looks. Hair dye manufacturers would carry out surveys to demonstrate how different shades of hair commanded different levels of salary according to male preferences—blondes have more funds.


In the second half of the twentieth century, feminist thinkers would come to critique this monetizing of beauty. They labeled it “lookism,” and condemned model agencies for encouraging the sexual “objectification” of women. Yet no such reservations were voiced in the mid-1920s.


“Beauty is a greater force in human affairs than steam or electricity, than economics or engineering,” wrote advertising guru Earnest Elmo Calkins, founder of the Calkins and Holden agency, in Atlantic magazine for August 1927. “In beauty, the sky is the limit.”


Virtually stone deaf from a childhood attack of measles, Calkins had honed his visual senses the more keenly on what he called “Beauty—the new business tool.” In his eyes, the most significant event of 1927 was the fact that General Motors’ stylish Chevrolet saloon car had, for the first time, outsold the less-than-beautiful Model T Ford, even though the Chevrolet cost two hundred dollars more. Affluence, he argued, was changing the sensibilities of Americans, who now bought a new car “not because the old one is worn out, but because it is no longer modern. It does not satisfy their pride.”


People were starting to define themselves by the look of the goods they chose to purchase, and Calkins cited the immense success of a recent trade show at Macy’s where New Yorkers had lined up for hours to study modernistic French furniture in the hope of adding “style” to every corner of their homes, from parlor to bathroom. “We demand beauty with our utility,” Calkins wrote, “beauty with our amusement, beauty in the things with which we live.”


For all his aesthetic evangelism, the adman had no sentimentality about the role that advertising was coming to play in the creation of purchasing needs—particularly among the increasing number of emancipated working women. Beauty was a commodity like any other. “There is behind all these changes,” he wrote, “simply the desire to sell.”


How better to advertise a new car or sofa or perfume than with the help of a pretty model? In the course of the 1920s, beauty became the tenth-largest U.S. business category. Retail sales of cosmetics and toiletries reached $378 million in 1929, and as both advertising and editorial coverage expanded, it was not surprising that John Robert Powers encountered competition—from Walter Thornton, another resting actor, who set up his own modeling agency in 1930, a matter of months following the Wall Street crash. The onset of the Great Depression might have seemed a bad time to start something as frivolous as a modeling agency, but Thornton proved able to secure work for his models thanks to the so-called lipstick effect. While cosmetics sales as a whole fell to three hundred million dollars in the four years up to 1933, with many companies going out of business, sales of some products held up, and were anecdotally reported to have risen in certain sectors, as women spent their diminished incomes on relatively inexpensive, morale-boosting items of makeup.


“It’s up to the women,” proclaimed Ladies’ Home Journal for February 1932. Wives and mothers were the “purchasing agents of twenty-nine million American families,” and it was their job to help restart America’s “wheels of progress and prosperity” by purchasing food, clothing, and the millions of cakes of soap, tubes of toothpaste, and cosmetics needed “for the sake of the good looks that, depression or no depression, must be maintained.”


Glossy magazines actually flourished in the Depression years as, for a few cents a month, they nurtured readers’ dreams of the good life—the print version of the lipstick effect. Apparel Arts (which later became GQ), Esquire, Mademoiselle, Glamour, and Brides all got their start in the early 1930s, while the glossy brand leaders, Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar, enjoyed a heyday under their eccentrically creative editors, Edna Woolman Chase and Carmel Snow, respectively. These rival female popes of American fashion went on handing down their edicts as to what was “in” and “out” with blithe indifference to the economic Armageddon around them.
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