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FIGURE 11 Drums of Fu Manchu, Republic Pictures, 1940, one sheet
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African Americans were not the only racial minority stereotyped by 

film: a variety of other non-white races also had their identities reduced 

to cinematic clichés. Despite the hundreds of culturally distinct and 

complex ethnic groups of Asia, Asians and Asian Americans, for 

example, were frequently simplified into one stock “Oriental” charac-

ter with “shifty behavior” and “broken English.”60 Leading Asian roles 

were almost always played by white actors in yellowface, a tradition 

in Hollywood that carried on into the 1960s and 1970s even after the 

tradition of blackface lost social approval. Two of the most iconic and 

replicated Asian character types of 1930s and 1940s Hollywood—de-

tective Charlie Chan and Dr. Fu Manchu—were, again, almost always 

played by white actors in yellowface.61 Drums of Fu Manchu (1940) (Fig. 

11) features white actor Henry Brandon (1912–1990) in yellowface as 

the villainous Fu Manchu.62

While “Latino” does not denote a race but the overlapping regional 

heritage of the people and cultures of Central and South America, 

Latinos also experienced racial “othering” in American film. One of 

the earliest and most common Latino stereotypes of the 1910s, the 

“oily, dark-skinned and mustachioed bandit” known as the “greaser,” 

was joined in the 1920s with the alluring and hypersexualized “Latin 

Lover.”63 The Good Neighbor Policy, a propaganda plan adopted by the 

United States due to its increased interest in strategically strengthening 

its relations with neighboring countries at the dawn of World War II, 

did increase the presence of more varied representations of Latinos in 

the films of the 1940s. However, in the 1950s and 1960s, American film 

depictions often regressed. The greaser type developed into that of the 

violent Latino gang member, a stereotype seen in the portrayal of Puerto 

Rican gang members of West Side Story (1961)—a film that also calls 

for greater understanding between ethnicities.64

Constructed racial images of Native Americans as either violent, 

bloodthirsty savages or benign, noble savages were popularized long 

before the birth of cinema and began as early as Columbus’s “dis-

covery” of America.65 These stereotypes persisted through American 

film and culture, and still today one can witness the continuing trope 

of the “noble savage” in films such as Disney’s Pocahontas (1995). 

Pocahontas and other modern films that invoke the “noble savage” 

stereotype strive to be culturally respectful, yet still repeat this old, 

romanticized character type. The perpetuation of the Native American 

as “a holder of divine, transcendental spirituality,” an aspect of this 

noble savage trope, can even be seen in the poster for Pocahontas, 

where a soft glow and a dancing, supernatural wind surrounds Poca-

hontas and her animal companions.66

The Western

The Native American identity portrayed in film, however, cannot be con-

sidered without also mentioning the iconic western genre. Popularized 

depictions of Indian Wars, conflicts between U.S. Calvary and Native 

American nations who refused to be forcibly relocated, and depictions 

of white male heroism in the West coalesced into the now familiar, 

“all-American” western.67 With their identities almost entirely flattened 

and distorted, Native Americans became standard, downtrodden vic-

tims of the “shoot ‘em and bang ‘em up” westerns.68 Indeed, the silent 

western Drums of the Desert (1927) centers on an attempt by white 

men to exploit a Navajo tribe.69

Not all westerns, however, contained Native Americans. Western plots 

generally consisted of the “classical, simple goal of maintaining law and 

order on the frontier in a fast-paced action story” allowing the genre 

to be continually varied and expanded.70 Western narratives in which a 
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hero seeks to bring justice to those on the “wrong side of the law” are 

present in both Santa Fe (1951), wherein one of four ex-confederate 

brothers attempts to bring his siblings to justice,71 and Sugarfoot (1951), 

wherein Southern aristocrat “Sugarfoot” seeks to bring the criminals 

who have wronged him to justice.72

War

The Western hero in many ways became the emblematic American 

hero: “representing masculinity, individuality, strength and justified 

violence in the name of God and country.”73 This archetype often carries 

over into the portrayal of the American hero in the war film genre, and 

film critics have subsequently drawn connections between the vio-

lence of the Western and “extreme” American patriotism and warlike 

foreign policy.74 However, war films were not solely a celebration of the 

American hero, as early westerns often were. War films often presented 

a more nuanced look into American culture, serving “as both mirrors 

and lenses, sometimes reflecting quasi-official or popular perspectives 

and at other times affording valuable if discomforting insights into the 

nature of war in general and of Americans at war in particular.”75

Films depicting war and combat have existed since the silent film era 

(1890s–1920s), but the outbreak of World War I inspired the emergence 

of the war film as a major genre.76 The end of World War I did result in 

a decline of interest in the war genre, likely due to residual trauma from 

the war; however, the genre successfully regained popularity in America 

in the mid-1920s.77 In fact, the popularity of World War I films estab-

lished the still current visual iconography of the war, such as the rain, 

mud, trenches, devastated landscapes, and ruined buildings that appear 

in films such as All Quiet on the Western Front (1930) (Fig. 12).78 This 

iconography, specifically the trenches, lies at the bottom of the film’s 

poster insert, while the intensely serious face of a solider looms above FIGURE 12 All Quiet on the Western Front  (Academy 
Award Best Picture), Universal, 1930, insert
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in the dark sky. Additionally, the insert’s top bears the words: “You Can’t 

‘Blackout’ the Truth: The Uncensored Version,” nodding to the greater 

public knowledge of war’s true horrors after the 1920s.79 The poster’s 

words now seem eerily prophetic. In 1933, the Nazis rose to power in 

Germany and banned All Quiet on the Western Front in a direct attempt 

to “blackout” its anti-war message. Furthermore, Eric Maria Remarque’s 

novel, which provided the basis for the film, was one of the first books 

symbolically burned in Nazi demonstrations.80

In the late 1930s, film studios began to promote antifascism in 

response to growing turmoil overseas. The Popular Front, a liberal 

coalition, had “an active constituency in […] the movie capital.” 

Hollywood’s Anti-Nazi League, founded in 1936, “raised awareness of 

Hitler’s threat [...] and sought to pressure studios into making topical 

pictures.”81 Independent features, too, made political statements, such 

as Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator (1940). Chaplin’s first all-talking 

picture, The Great Dictator, vividly satirized Hitler, and German audienc-

es were subsequently banned from viewing the film.82

In 1941, Hollywood truly became swept up in war mobilization after the 

attack on Pearl Harbor, which led to America’s entrance into World War 

II.83 During the war, the film industry experienced significant profitabil-

ity84 through the production of a great many war films—most of which 

promoted the nobility of U.S. involvement.85 However, not all films 

created during this time were propaganda-laden. Some films, such as 

The Best Years of Our Lives (1946), which focused on the difficulties of 

demobilization and the problems of veterans returning to civilian life, 

sought to humanize American soldiers rather than to idealize them.86

Even after its end in 1945, World War II remained a prevalent subject 

of the American war film. In fact, “more films have been made about 

World War II than about any other armed hostility in American history,” 

largely due to “its clear-cut political struggle against the Nazi regime.”87 
FIGURE 13 The Bridge on the River Kwai (Academy 
Award Best Picture), Columbia Pictures, 1957, insert
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the actions of “mad scientists” creating monstrosities through labora-

tory experiments.93 The Black Cat (1934), also known as The Vanishing 

Body, is one such horror-science fiction hybrid that depicts an “age-old 

struggle between good and evil science” complete with “dark sexual 

repression, twisted relationships, and aberrant behavior.”94 This film, 

loosely inspired by Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Black Cat” (1843), is consid-

ered the first psychological horror film by some reviewers and contains 

the first joint appearance of “horror masters” Bela Lugosi (1882–1956) 

and Boris Karloff (1887–1969).95

The 1950s and 1960s also yielded a plethora of such combinations—

but this time with decidedly more weight on science fiction and with 

considerably less acclaim. These science fiction films, for the most part 

“dreadfully grotesque, cheesy low-budget science-fiction flops or tur-

keys,” are today “often regarded as kitsch or cult classics.”96 The Mole 

People (1956) (Fig. 14), for instance, attempted to attract younger audi-

ences to the cinema with highly sensationalized horrors.97 In The Mole 

People, these horrors ensue when a group of archaeologists discover an 

underground civilization of mole-like creatures—depicted menacingly at 

the insert’s center—controlled by cruel, albino Sumerians.98

The evil entities of the horror and science fiction genres were not limit-

ed to monsters or the occult. The egregious actions of ordinary people 

and society could set off equally strong alarms when displayed on the 

film screen. Stanley Kubrick’s futuristic dystopia A Clockwork Orange 

(1971) (Fig. 15), adapted from Anthony Burgess’s novel of the same 

name, focuses on the state’s behavioral modification of the violent, 

jailed criminal Alex. Reaching out with a dagger from a stylized letter 

“A,” Alex smirks sinisterly above the image of a bound woman in the 

film’s poster. Despite Alex’s obvious sadism, his behavioral modification 

is depicted as “another violent act, rather than a solution,” which, along 

with the film’s X-rated violence, drew great controversy.99

Instead of focusing on the more current Korean War, many films in the 

1950s and 1960s instead continued to look back at both earlier world 

wars. Director Fred Zinnemann’s From Here to Eternity (1953) focuses 

on career military life before U.S. World War II involvement88 and The 

Bridge on the River Kwai (1957) (Fig. 13) satirically illustrates the “mad-

ness of war” by focusing on the 1943 construction of a bridge for the 

Burma-Siam railway by British prisoners-of-war.89

American film continued with this pattern of “looking back” through 

the Vietnam War (c. 1955–1975). Given that the subject of the war was 

largely “too close to home to deal with” for Americans during the war’s 

progression, film used other wars and even other genres to allegorically 

reflect America’s underlying anxieties and sense of “moral confusion.”90 

One such black comedy, Catch 22 (1970), follows the story of a defiant 

World War II pilot attempting to escape the war. Only in the late 1970s 

and 1980s did the film industry address the Vietnam War directly.91

Horror and Science Fiction

America’s anxieties and fears certainly did not present themselves 

on the film screen solely through the war genre. The horror film was 

specifically designed to frighten its viewers, while simultaneously cap-

tivating and entertaining them without the threat of actual danger. This 

particular escapist genre often becomes hybridized with the “thriller,” 

which promotes excitement, suspense, and anxiety. Additionally, horror 

can, in many cases, become intertwined with science fiction when the 

fantastical, futuristic technologies and inhuman entities of the latter 

genre become malevolent.92

In the 1930s and early 1940s, American film studios produced a number 

of these combination horror and science fiction films, often focusing on 
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FIGURE 14 (left) The Mole People, Universal International Pictures, 1956, insert

FIGURE 15 (above) A Clockwork Orange, Warner Brothers, 1971, one sheet
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While science fiction and horror film often explored futuristic, unreal, 

or virtual realities in the 1980s, so-called “virtual reality” films gained 

true momentum in the 1990s and 2000s.100 Made possible by the 

advent of digital photography technology—known as the “digital 

revolution”—innovative special effects in turn enabled the creation 

of “fantastic yet tangibly real” virtual realities within film.101 An 

iconic exemplification of this virtual reality can be located within The 

Matrix film series, beginning with The Matrix (1999), and followed by 

The Matrix Reloaded (2003) and The Matrix Revolutions (2003). The 

trilogy follows its characters as they attempt to bring “both physical 

and psychological freedom” to the whole of humanity, who have been 

trapped within “a massive artificial intelligence system… using their 

brains and bodies for energy.”102

Journeys in Film

The narrative theme of journey, much like the above journey of The Ma-

trix characters to freedom from technological imprisonment, is a staple 

of the film medium. The word “journey” here is used somewhat loosely 

as a movement from one place to another, with “place” referring to 

anything from a literal, geographic location to a mental state of being.

Often the journeys present in films are literal in nature. Searches, 

expeditions, treasure hunts, and quests through foreign and challeng-

ing locales, common to the adventure genre, all constitute physical 

journeys on which a character or characters must embark to achieve 

some goal.103 These physical journeys provide narrative avenues 

through which characters can figuratively “journey” and develop as 

human beings. Based on Jack London’s 1903 classic adventure novel 

and starring actor Clark Gable (1901–1960), The Call of the Wild (1935) 

exemplifies the physical film journey in its character’s arduous trek FIGURE 16 The Song of Bernadette,  
20th Century Fox, 1943 (encore release), insert
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through the harsh Alaskan wilderness in the hope of finding wealth 

during the historic gold rush.104

Not always literal, some cinematic journeys possess a spiritual nature, 

in which a character grows through the influence of a higher, often 

religious, power. In the The Song of Bernadette (1943) (Fig. 16), teenage 

peasant girl Bernadette Soubirous experiences a vision of the Virgin 

Mary in the grotto of Lourdes in the 1800s.105 Throughout the film, 

Bernadette experiences the doubt and scorn of religious and political 

figures alike as they attempt to make her renounce her vision, but 

she remains steadfast. Transformed from peasant girl into a symbol 

of religious conviction, Bernadette is then posthumously canonized 

as a saint.106 Illustrated by highly-acclaimed artist Norman Rockwell 

(1894–1978),107 the film poster depicts a reverent Bernadette, looking up 

with one hand on her chest, in total darkness save for the glowing white 

nimbus that surrounds her.

The pious spiritual journey of The Song of Bernadette sharply contrasts 

with the desperate journey for revenge and vindication depicted in Dark 

Passage (1947). In the film, Vincent Parry, played by the acclaimed actor 

Humphrey Bogart (1899–1957), is wrongfully convicted of his wife’s 

murder and must journey to find the true killer and clear his name. The 

transformative nature of Parry’s journey is darkly highlighted when 

the character undergoes extensive plastic surgery in order to conceal 

his true appearance and take on a different identity.108 The cynical 

and bleak stylistic tone of Dark Passage, known as film noir or “black 

film,” was common to many crime and detective films of the 1940s and 

1950s. As film noir arose directly after World War II, the “commingling 

of sex and violence” within these films may perhaps be a result of 

America’s war trauma.109

Though not film noir but still horribly bleak, Midnight Cowboy (1969) 

FIGURE 17 Midnight Cowboy (Academy Award Best Picture),  
United Artists, 1969, one sheet
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FIGURE 18 Altered States, Warner Brothers, 1980, one sheet
FIGURE 19 The Beatles: Yellow Submarine,  
United Artists, 1968, one sheet
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Action and Adventure

While distinct genres in themselves, action and adventure possess 

“tremendous cross-over potential”, as both seek to provide viewers 

with a high-energy, action-packed experience and frequently even find 

themselves united within individual films to reach this goal.115 Quite 

simply, action films rely on perpetual motion in the form of various 

physical stunts, chases, fights, disasters, and escapes, whereas adven-

ture films, while exhibiting similarly exciting content, focus more on 

the exploration of unfamiliar and exotic environments through travels 

and conquests.116 Often, an increasing blend of high-impact physicality 

within expeditions through elaborate environments leads to the creation 

of many action-adventure hybrids.

One such epitome of the action-adventure hybrid is Disney’s Pirates of 

the Caribbean: Curse of the Black Pearl (2003). Pirate films, also known 

as buccaneering films, originated in the 1930s and generally form a 

subcategory of adventure. Pirate films largely fell out of popularity in the 

mid-1900s and, even with attempted pirate film revivals in the 1980s 

and 1990s, The Pirates of the Caribbean series contains some of the 

only contemporary films to successfully implement pirate themes in an 

“updated, thrilling and effective” manner.117 The film—which follows 

blacksmith Will Turner who joins forces with the infamous Captain Jack 

Sparrow in order to rescue his love interest Elizabeth Swann from a 

crew of cursed, undead pirates—contains all the standard elements 

of classic pirate films: a damsel in distress, sword duels, sea battles, 

cursed villains, and a final heroic rescue.118

When action and adventure combine with other genres, such as science 

fiction, the exotic locales of films can become even more fantastical and 

quite literally otherworldly. Set in a far-away galaxy, George Lucas’ Star 

(Fig. 17) details the “poignant tragic drama of two homeless, down-and-

out, anti-hero drifters.”110 Dissatisfied character Joe Buck travels from 

a small Texas town to New York City with the aspiration of becoming a 

high-paid sex worker for wealthy and bored women, but falls into pover-

ty along with petty criminal “Ratso” Rizzo. The two characters’ “mutual 

loneliness leads to genuine friendship” between them as they struggle 

to survive and escape from their destitution.111 But the characters of 

Midnight Cowboy also journey psychologically back-and-forth between 

their optimistic dreams of the future and their fear of their fates—sug-

gested by the closed body language of the characters within the bleak, 

pervasive gray of the 1980 re-release poster.

While psychological journeys occur in many films, the concept of 

a physiological journey lies at the heart of the science fiction film 

Altered States (1980) (Fig. 18). In the film, character Dr. Eddie Jessup, 

a physiologist, attempts to unlock “ultimate truth” through “human-

kind’s ‘physiological memory’ of the past” by using himself as subject 

in isolation-produced hallucination experiments.112 With his increasing 

physiological “trips” into the past memories of proto-humans, Eddie’s 

physiological journeys turn biological as he begins to transform into a 

primordial ape-like creature during the experiments.113 Attached to a 

sampling of colored wires, Eddie lies centered on the film’s poster with 

his eyes looking longingly past the viewer in his search for truth.

Differing significantly from physical, psychological, and physiological 

journeys of this section, the vibrantly colorful, psychedelic, and musical 

trip of The Beatles’ Yellow Submarine (1968) (Fig. 19) nonetheless 

charmingly illustrates a film journey. To the backdrop of their many 

highly acclaimed songs in the film, The Beatles must traverse a series of 

strange realms in order to save Pepperland through music.114 The film’s 

poster captures the film’s playful and somewhat bizarre tone and The 

Beatles’ bright and song-filled adventure.
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FIGURE 20 Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice, Warner Brothers, 2016, one sheet
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a highly-anticipated brawl between the two powerhouses. In the 

somber gray tone of the preview poster announcing its 2016 release, 

Batman stares ahead with stony-faced resolve—his eyes obscured by a 

tattered-but-still-vibrantly-scarlet Superman emblem.

By examining a century of American films and their accompanying post-

ers through their relationship with an evolving American identity, Now 

Showing emphasizes the inextricable connection between films, their 

posters, and American culture. From its inception, film evolved with and 

impacted the societies that produced it. The film poster, as a part of this 

dialectic and a visual signifier of film, serves as an enduring emblem 

of cultural memory. While designated by many as mere advertising, 

the film poster should be acknowledged and celebrated as integral to 

American film, history, and modern constructions of identity.

Rebecca Worhach ’16 

Major: Art & Art History 

Lebanon Valley College

Wars (1977)—later retitled Star Wars: Episode IV—A New Hope—fol-

lows farm boy Luke Skywalker who intercepts Princess Leia’s message 

begging for help from someone named Obi-Wan Kenobi. When Luke 

later discovers his father’s old friend is, in reality, Obi-Wan, Obi-Wan 

teaches Luke about a galaxy-wide battle between rebels and the ruling 

Empire as well as a spiritual energy called “The Force.” Luke, Obi-Wan, 

and mercenary Han Solo then embark on a journey to rescue Princess 

Leia from the “Death Star,” the Empire’s massive warship controlled by 

evil villain Darth Vader. In The Power of Myth, American mythologist 

Joseph Campbell notes the parallels between Lucas’ Star Wars and his 

own theories of heroism and adventure.119 He asserts that, through the 

use of ancient adventure themes and motifs, Star Wars rearticulates the 

classic story of the hero with powerful contemporary imagery.120 One of 

the most “popular, profitable, entertaining,” action-adventure science 

fiction films of all time, Star Wars employed advanced special-effects 

technology “to a degree unseen before” to make its various space 

battles and environments all the more immersive and captivating.121

Action and adventure films tend to achieve great box office popularity 

due to their intensity and pacing. One specific subcategory of action 

film, the superhero film, is experiencing particularly widespread box 

office success in contemporary times.122 Generally, superheroes engage 

in a battle of good versus evil, have a secret identify, special powers, 

origin stories, and enemies.123 These film heroes, typically derived 

from comic books, newspapers, and magazines, first appeared during 

the 1930s and 1940s. However, while superheroes acquired great 

success on television, it was not until Superman: The Movie (1978) 

that a big-budget feature film centered on a superhero.124 Films such 

as Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice (2016) (Fig. 20) further build 

on the continuing legacy of the superhero film. Featuring Batman and 

Superman, perhaps the two most emblematic superheroes of the DC 

Entertainment comics, Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice presents 
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COMEDY

Grand Hotel  
(American Academy Award Best Picture) 
Belgium 
1932 
MGM 
One sheet

Gall and Golf 
1917 
Vitagraph Studios 
One sheet

Bright Eyes 
Fox Film Corporation 
1934 
Window Card

It Happened One Night  
(Academy Award Best Picture) 
Columbia Pictures 
1934 
Lobby Card

GENDER

Cabaret 
1972 
Allied Artists and ABC Pictures Corporation 
One sheet

Brokeback Mountain 
2005 
Focus Features/River Road Entertainment 
One sheet 

Some Like it Hot 
1959 
United Artists 
Insert

Gigi (Academy Award Best Picture) 
1958 
MGM 
Half sheet 

ROMANCE

Beauty and the Beast 
Walt Disney Pictures 
1991 
One sheet

Scent of a Woman 
Universal 
1992 
One sheet 

Forrest Gump (Academy Award Best Picture) 
Paramount 
1994 
One sheet

Bus Stop 
Twentieth Century Fox 
1956 
One sheet
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Daddy 
First National Pictures 
1923 
One sheet

Sins of the Fathers 
Paramount 
1928 
Window card

A Streetcar Named Desire 
Warner Brothers 
1951 
Insert

The Godfather (Academy Award Best Picture) 
Paramount Pictures 
1972 
Lobby cards

RACE

The Bronze Venus (The Duke is Tops) 
Toddy Pictures Company 
1938 
One sheet

Porgy and Bess 
Columbia Pictures 
1959 
Insert

Drums of Fu Manchu 
Republic Pictures 
1940 
One sheet

West Side Story (Academy Award Best Picture) 
United Artists 
1961 
One sheet

Song of the South 
Walt Disney Productions 
1946 (1972 re-release) 
One sheet

Pocahontas 
Walt Disney Pictures 
1995 
One sheet

THE WESTERN

Drums of the Desert 
Paramount Pictures 
1927 
Insert



41

Santa Fe 
Columbia Pictures 
1951 
One sheet

Sugarfoot 
Warner Brothers 
1951 
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(Academy Award Best Picture) 
Columbia Pictures 
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(Academy Award Best Picture)  
Columbia Pictures 
1953 
Window card with The Naked Jungle
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United Artists 
1940 
Lobby card

Catch 22 
Paramount Pictures 
1970 
Insert

HORROR/SCIENCE FICTION

A Clockwork Orange 
Warner Brothers 
1971 
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The Matrix Reloaded 
Warner Brothers 
2003 (pre-release) 
One sheet

The Vanishing Body (The Black Cat, 1934) 
Realart Film 
1953 
Insert

The Mole People 
Universal International Pictures 
1956 
Insert
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Call of the Wild 
20th Century Fox 
1935 
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The Song of Bernadette 
20th Century Fox 
1943 (encore release) 
Insert
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Warner Brothers 
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Midnight Cowboy  
(Academy Award Best Picture) 
United Artists 
1969 
One sheet

Altered States 
Warner Brothers 
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Pirates of the Caribbean: Curse of the Black 
Pearl 
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Lobby cards

Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice 
Warner Brothers 
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Star Wars 
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Lobby Cards
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