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The Changing Role of Women in Science Fiction: Weird Tales, 1925-1940

Mary Hemmings

Science fiction pulp magazines have long been considered an entertaining pastime that appealed exclusively to male interests. Their covers generally evoked ideas of adventure, strange machines, bizarre alien creatures and all those other images designed to appeal to male readers. Above all, it was the sensational images of women on those covers that created a market for sales. It is difficult to imagine women being involved in the production and consumption of pulps at all and yet women played an important role as readers, writers, editors and illustrators in the early years of these magazines.

Between the years of 1925-1940 the cultural and social roles of women in society were changed. The interwar years produced flappers, feminist activists, and adventurers such as Amelia Erhardt, (aviator); Dorothea Lange (photographer); Katherine Hepburn (actress). These women and many others captured the spirit of self-confident accomplishments. By contrast, the 1940’s saw a shift valuing domesticity in preparation for war. Similarly, the history of publishing shifted from hard-cover books, giving way to the pulps, then to comic books and paperbacks.

One of the most important and prominent pulp magazines in this period was Weird Tales. Its letters-to-the editors (“The Aeyrie”) provides some understanding of its readers. Contrary to what some researchers claim, its geographical base was broad (Taraba 124). Letters arrived from the United States, Britain, and even from rural towns such as Ponoka, Alberta. For the most part, the letters were intelligent and literate. They praised the craftsmanship of the writing, as well as the exciting plots. Each issue contained at least one letter from a woman reader and almost every issue had a story that could be easily identified as having been written by a woman writer. This suggests that women writing for Weird Tales in this period did not require male pseudonyms in order to have their articles bought by an influential magazine. All this considered, it was still the female form on the cover of pulp magazines that attracted sales.

Women as Cover Art Icons


The representation of women in the images of popular culture can be traced to the rise of urban cultural development, and specifically to the rise of consumerism. From the 1890’s to the 1920’s, the visual images of women were increasingly evident on billboards, posters and books illustrations. Magazines were becoming the currency of popular reading. Textual and cover illustrations became easier and cheaper to produce as high-speed presses could produce photogravure (rather than woodcut illustrations) as well as four-colour illustrations for covers. (Malnig 37). The iconic “New Woman” for this time was the precursor of the flapper. She was not as exotic as the dancer, Isadora Duncan. She was more of a Venus, rather than the cool Gibson Girl Athena. She was also a working woman: “graceful and smart… clever and judicious, cultured and well-rounded… who could easily grow magnolias… manage the household finances or conduct a tango tea” (Malnig 35).

In the world of science fiction, the iconography has been divided into four neat categories, according to the Encyclopedia of Science Fiction. Women are objects to be Desired; Feared; Rescued or Destroyed (Clute and Nicholls 1343).

In examining the Weird Tales covers between 1925 and 1940, the remnant of the modern Venus was still there in the early 1920’s. By the late 1920’s, in keeping with the new fashion of exotic orientalism, the ladies became more fashionably “flapper” and in fact somewhat exotic. There are occasional artistic references themes of Tarzan or King Kong (September 1929). Although the movie “King Kong” was not released until 1933, the jungle motif had been popular since the early century. Rescue and Desire were clearly the dominant motifs

Women to be Feared/Destroyed became a more common motif in the 1930’s. Occasionally, a figure was depicted that suggested a woman to be reckoned with, or destroyed (October 1933, January 1935). It was not until the later 1940’s that the pulps began to feature the Female Alien: an iconographic depiction of what Simone de Beauvoir in The Second Sex called the Other (in contrast to the normative male voice in culture)(Roberts, 34).

It is interesting to note that the 1934 Hays Law in the United States governing morality in the cinema had no effect on pulp illustrations. In fact,  it appears that the covers became racier between 1934 and 1937. Some scholars had dismissed the 1930’s as being so entirely sexist and racist that delving into gender politics is not merited (Larbalestier 110). However, once the shock-factor has been overlooked, the covers show a rather uninhibited cultural expression of values that embraced the exotic side of human experience.

Between 1937 and 1939, women on the covers of Weird Tales were becoming more modest, and by 1939 are almost entirely clothed. There are several reasons why this may have happened. First, Weird Tales relied less on its most sensational artist, M. Brundage for its cover art. Second, the publishers were faced with increasing competition among more pulps. In an attempt to compete in an increasingly specialized market, the publishers reviewing its policies and decided to return to its original influence: the weird, the gothic, the strange.

In September 1939, when the cover picture featured Edgar Allen Poe, the price dropped to 15 cents (down from the 1927 price of 25 cents) and frequency dropped to once every two months. The editorial announced a return to the original purpose of the magazine: the publication of truly weird tales. By December 1939, the Weird Tales publisher and editor, Farnsworth Wright (ed. 1924-1939) resigned for reasons of poor health. His successor (a woman), Dorothy Mcllwraith (ed. 1940-1954) continued his editorial shift to “more weird, less science” (Clute and Nicholls 1310).

Throughout the inter-war years, the covers reflected current popular cultural trends such as jungle stories, detectives and by 1940, cowboys. The protagonist on the July 1940 issue featured a “Gone with the Wind” theme shortly after the release of the blockbuster in 1939. The hero bore an uncanny resemblance to Cary Grant. Clearly, the editor Dorothy McIlwraith believed it would appeal to the women readers.

Readers were only mildly offended by the near-nudity on the covers of Weird Tales. The Aeyrie letters, especially during the mid-1930’s, focused on the question of racy covers. Most men liked the art, but they were also concerned that the illustrations should be accurate reflections of featured stories. One male reader from Pennsylvania wrote in the January 1934 issue: “I like the sexy covers, but I will vote against them because they are misleading to those who do not know Weird Tales. One must mutilate the magazine before passing it on to his maiden aunt”. This suggests that Weird Tales was considered good reading, even for spinster gentlewomen. Most readers considered the covers to be a bonus feature of a splendid magazine. Were the illustrations on the inside equally sensational? For the most part, they were not. During the 1930s, the fine ink work of Virgil Finlay dominated the pages, but he did not have the sensational flair of the dominant cover artist, M.Brundage. Whereas the inside illustrations were crafted and technical, the covers were part of the marketing package and meant to attract non-subscribers.
Artists:  The Case of M. Brundage (1900-1976)

 
By far, the most prolific and the most sensational cover art for Weird Tales was attributed to M. Brundage.  Weird Tales readers in 1933 and 1934 wrote to the Aeyrie page commenting and debating on the artistic merits of the covers. Controversies raged and ebbed, but the editors never offered Brundage’s full name. It was not until February1935 that the editors began to print the full name: Margaret Brundage.

Margaret Brundage was the first woman artist to work in science fiction and the first artist whose work featured nudes (Clute and Nicholls 165). She was a Chicago housewife who worked exclusively in pastel chalk. Brundage was editor and art director of her Chicago high school paper and attended the Chicago Academy of Fine Art with Walt Disney. Coincidentally, she and Disney also attended the same high school, but Disney never received his diploma. She was married in 1927, divorced by the late 1930’s and had one son. Brundage was hired by publisher of Weird Tales, Farnsworth Wright, to illustrate the magazine Oriental Tales/Magic Carpet and began doing cover art for Weird Tales starting in 1932. She produced 39 consecutive covers for the pulp from June 1933 to November 1936. In total, she produced 66 covers for Weird Tales. She received $90 for each of these covers.

Personally, she considered the September 1933 issue of Weird Tales the most risqué.
 Asked to describe her methodology, she explained that she would receive the assigned story and would be asked by the editor to submit three sketches of a particular scene. She then produced a pastel on sandy paper twice the size of the cover in the span of one week. She would hand-deliver her work to the magazine’s Chicago offices. For her models, Brundage relied on a personal library of clippings, her imagination, an occasional female friend, as well as her dead-beat husband for the male hero. Although noted for her abilities with the female form and her use of background and colour, Brundage has been criticized for her shortcomings in depicting male heroes and threatening characters (Taraba 126). 

Not all covers reflected a story contained within the covers of an issue. The December 1933 issue, for example, depicts a theme of “universality”. Asked to render her interpretation of the “universality” of Weird Tales stories, Brundage provided a blonde damsel in pink frills, a zodiac, and a Confucian scholar. Despite occasional letters to the Aeyrie, she was never asked to alter or cover up the (semi) nudes. On one occasion, she was asked by the editor to increase a breast size, but she refused because she believed that this would create unrealistic proportions (Everts). Brundage particularly liked illustrating the works of “Conan” creator, Robert Howard, and was deeply affected by his suicide in June 1936 (Taraba 125).

     By 1938, Weird Tales was sold and the offices moved from Chicago to New York. Although it seems that Wright was perfectly willing to accept her work, her pastels smudged in postal transit to New York and the one-week turnaround was no longer possible due to communication distances. Her cover art was eventually replaced by the work of Virgil Finlay. He had been the primary sketch illustrator for the text of the magazine, and although his work was technically superior to that of Brundage, he lacked her exuberance. Only one other woman artist, Ruth Bellew was able to parlay into a career illustrating pulps. Bellew was noted for her work in the 1940’s producing map back cover diagrams for Dell’s Dashiell Hammett books.

     The following is a table of Brudage/Finlay covers showing their respective illustrated covers:

	Brundage
	Finlay

	1933 – June, Aug, [Sept] Oct
	

	1934 – Feb, Mar, June, July, Sept, Nov
	

	1935 – Jan, Apr, May, June, Aug, *Nov, Dec
	

	1936 – Mar, Apr, May, June, Aug-Sept, Nov (Dec. J..Allen St. John)
	

	1937 – Jan, Mar, May, June, Aug, Sept, Oct, Dec
	Feb, Apr, July

	1938 – Jan, Mar, May, June, Aug, Sept, Oct
	Feb, Apr, July

	1939 - 
	Jan, Feb, Mar, . . .  Aug


For the most part, readers enjoyed the splashy covers:

Oct 1933:

E. Irvine Haines, Long Island: “The appearance of nude females gives the impression that Weird Tales is sexy and trashy, in my opinion, whereas its stories are anything but that.” (p. 516)

and

Stephen Tucker, Meridan, Conn: “It doesn’t make much difference to me whether or not there are nude women on your covers, although they seem to make the covers more attractive.”

and

Guy Detrick, Big Prairie, Ohio: “Anyway, what’s so shocking about a nude girl, when they featured nearly everywhere, movies, advertising, art? I think we’re all pretty well past the stage of being shocked by anything like that.”

Women Writers and Their Stories

     Some of the earliest science fiction written by a women was Margaret Cavendish’s “The Blazing World” (1666); Mary Shelley,  “Frankenstein” (1818) and “The Last Man” (1826); Jane Webb Loudon “The Mummy” (1827); Mary Griffith “Three Hundred Years Hence” (1836); Mary Bradley Lane “Mizora: A Prophecy” (1880); Charlotte Perkins Gilman “Harland” (1915). In 1926, Thea von Harbou wrote “Metropolis” (a novel where Workers face Thinkers in the future). Harbou had been a German actress and was married to Fritz Lang (divorced 1933). Lang produced the landmark film “Metropolis.” In 1928, Virginia Woolf wrote “Orlando”. A gender-bender Orlando lives for 400 years. At first, he is a man in Elizabethan times, but by the end of World War I, Orlando is a woman. 

Another impression that scholars foster is that there were few female protagonists before the 1970s. Woolf’s Orlando was creative and interesting, but is not widely known. The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction refers to popular stereotypes: Virgins, Amazon Queens, Spinster Scientist, Good Wife, Tomboy Kid Sister (Clute and Nicholls 1310). This may be quite true but male protagonists tended to be equally as flat and stereotypical when authors were busy churning stories for pennies a page.

     One woman wrote to Weird Tales commenting on a recent Seabury Quinn piece (“Washington Story”, August 1939). She noted that it was a timely piece of propaganda painting a moral story.” The story was about a very capable woman who had risen in social station from menial jobs, and was now a socialist pushing a liberal agenda in Washington. The female protagonist did not fit any of Clute’s popular stereotype categories, nor was the reader commenting on an issue of gender. The issue, in this case, was a question of political allegiances.

     With the rise of the pulps, women continued to write speculative fiction. But, by the 1920’s the term “science fiction” had been coined by Hugo Gernsback, editor of Amazing Stories. In 1929, Minna Irving wrote “The Moon Woman” for Amazing Stories’ Lillith Lorraine wrote “Into the 28th Century” for Science Wonder Quarterly. Hugo Gernsback
, the father of science fiction had once written: “as a rule, women do not make good scientifiction writers because their education and general tendencies in scientific matters are usually limited” (Donawerth 39).  Still, the appropriation of the word “science” did not prevent women writers from writing good fiction. Although fewer women  wrote “science” as for pulps such as Amazing Stories and Wonder Stories, they still featured prominently in the speculative fiction of Weird Tales. Other noted writers such as Leslie F. Stone (1929) “Out of the Void” began publishing fiction for Air Wonder Stories. Stone’s other works: “Men with Wings” and “Women with Wings” are seen as prime examples of early satire of a masculine movement of Nazism based on its virile ideology of procreation (Weinbaum, 301). Her stories deal with racial themes and are a conscious answer to the social concerns of the regeneration of Europe after WW I.  In the context of the rise of the Weimar republic, a lost race of women lose their wings when they are subordinated to the race of winged men. 

Susan Ertz (1894-1985) wrote Woman Alive (1935). The book is bound in a very handsome art-deco style and looks very fashionable. A British writer, she produced only one science fiction novel about a gender-specific plague that had wiped out all the women, save for one, by 1985. The ending is disappointing. The heroine becomes the Queen of England and marries the male protagonist.

     Judith Merril (pseudo., d. 1997) is known for “Shadow of the Hearth” (1950). Dismissed by feminist science fiction scholars because of her “housewife-in-space” stories Juliet Grossman was once married to Frederick Pohl (m. 1949-53) and lived in Canada. Notably, her bequest founded Toronto’s Merril collection of science fiction.

     Weird Tales frequently featured the work of women writers such as Bassett Morgan and C.L. Moore. (Traba 124). The following is a very rough “catalogue” of names determined to be those of women writers for this magazine: (Jaffery and Cook)

	Meredith Davis Mar 1923 (v.1, n.1) “The Accusing Voice”

	F. Georgia (George? – per index) Stroup Mar 1923 (v.1, n.1) “The Horse of Death” (only one)

	Myrtle Levy Gaylord  Apr 1923 “The Wish”

	Mollie Frank Ellis  May 1923 “Case No. 27”

	Helen Rowe Henze  June 1923 “The Escape” (only one)

	Isabel Walker  July-Aug 1923 “Black Cunijer”  (only one)

	Valma Clark  July-Aug 1923 “The Two Men Who Murdered Each Other”

	Nadia Lavrova  Sept 1923 “The Talisman” (only one)

	Counselman, Mary Elizabeth, 1911-1995  (Burleson)
-- The Black Stone Statue, Dec 1937
[wrote “Parasite Mansion” in Jan 1945 issue & letter to the editor from her home in Alabama informing readers that she has just begun a society for investigating ghosts as a result of her article]
-- The Lens, Nov 1947
-- A Death Crown for Mr. Hapworthy, May 1948
-- The Bonan of Baladewa, Jan 1949
-- The Shot-Tower Ghost, Sept 1949
-- The Green Window, Nov 1949
-- The Tree’s Wife, Mar 1950
-- Something Old, Nov 1950
-- Rapport, Sept 1951
-- Ani-Yunwiga, #298, Fall 1990 (poem)

	Moore, Catherine [Louise] Lucille, 1911-1987  “Shambleau” – caused WT to call a C.L. Moore day; noted for her Northwest Smith series in WT (Clute and Nicholls 1310)

	Ellis, Sophie Wenzel June 1933 “The Dwellers in the House”

	Heald, Hazel (1896-1961) wrote with H.P. Lovecraft, (1890-1937)  [wrote “The Ultimate Ingredient” (1919)] – www.feminists.org
-- The Horror in the Museum, July 1933 (with H.P. Lovecraft)
-- Winged Death, Mar 1934 (with H.P. Lovecraft)
-- Out of the eons, Apr 1935 (with H.P. Lovecraft)
-- The Horror in the Burying-Ground, May 1937 (with H.P. Lovecraft)

	Edith Lichty Stewart Feb 1934 (repr  May 1924) “The Sixth Tree”

	Florence Crow(e) Mar 1934 “The Nightmare Road” (only one)

	La Spina, Grey
-- The Tortoise-Shell Cat, Nov 1924
-- The Remorse of Professor Panebianco, Jan 1925
-- The Scarf of the Beloved, Feb 1925
-- The Last Cigarette, Mar 1925
-- Invaders from the Dark (Part 1), Apr 1925
-- Invaders from the Dark (Part 2), May 1925
-- Invaders from the Dark (Conclusion), June 1925
-- The Gargoyle (Part 1), Sept 1925
-- The Gargoyle (Part 2), Oct 1925
-- The Gargoyle (Conclusion), Nov 1925
-- Fettered (Part 1), July 1926
-- Fettered (Part w), Aug 1926
-- Fettered (Conclusion), Sept 1926
-- A Suitor from the Shades, June 1927
-- The Dead-Wagon, Sept 1927
-- The Portal to Power (Part 1), Oct 1930
-- The Portal to Power (Part w), Nov 1930
-- The Portal to Power (Part 3), Dec 1930
-- The Portal to Power (Concl.), Jan 1931
-- The Devil’s Pool, June 1932
-- The Sinister Painting, Sept 1934
-- The Rat Master, Mar 1942
-- The Deadly Theory, May 1942
-- Death Has Red Hair, Sept 1942
-- The Great Pan is Here, Nov 1943
-- The Antimacassar, May 1949
--Old Mr. Wiley, Mar 1951(Contento)


It has often been noted that women writers effectively abandoned science fiction writing in the 1950’s and 1960’s only to re-emerge as a significant force in the 1970’s. (Laz 56). This may clearly have been a reaction to Gernsback’s pronouncement that women just didn’t know enough about the “science” of good “scientifiction”. What is clear, particularly up until the 1940’s is that women were very capable of writing the “literature of cognitive estrangement” (Laz 56). By taking the familiar status quo and creating a “what if” scenario, writers such as Shelley, Woolf and women pulp writers continued to contribute to a rich and diverse genre.

Readers

     The Aeyrie letters-to-the-editor section of Weird Tales during the years 1925-1940 illustrates the not only the geographical appeal of this magazine, but also the wide readership. Letters from women readers appeared in almost every issue:

Feb 1926

Mrs.Lila Le Clair, Templeton, Mass. – “every page was a thriller, and such chills of delighted horror . . . give us more blood-curdling ghost stories, and keep the magazine as it is, for it surely is crackerjack” (p. 272).

and

Mrs. Alton Davis, Memphis, Tenn. – Seabury Quinn is a “good example of creepy, hair-raising stories” –  although it seems Mrs. Davis preferred werewolves over humorous stories.

and

Greye La Spina, Brooklyn - a Weird Tales writer herself, writes to say that the December 1925 issue was the best and that Seabury Quinn’s story was just “corking” because the author had managed to make the monster seem logical.

and

Oct 1933:

Sylvia Bennett, Detroit (p. 518) complains about Robert E. Howard’s stories because “I am becoming weary of his continuous butchery and slaughter” and that she’d had enough of  “red battles” and “fierce warfare”.

Conclusion

     In 1995, one science fiction researcher concluded that: “Women have not been important as characters in science fiction. Women have not been important as fans of science fiction. Women have not been important as writers of science fiction” (Badami 6).  Even when “science” is appropriated as an exclusively masculine interest, as Gernsback did in the 1920’s, the premise is still somewhat extreme. The period 1925 to 1940 reflected a time of transition.  It was a time when pulp magazines became products of mass consumption. It was also a time when women and their role in society became visually prominent. Finally, it was also a time when women continued as successful writers of speculative fiction and as active participants in publishing.
Endnotes


 The contents pages and covers of Weird Tales are freely available through the online resources of the Miskatonic University Department of Library Science. Miskatonic is a web site devoted to speculative fiction. http://yankeeclassic.com/miskatonic.

2 The Bob Gibson Collection of Speculative Fiction , University of Calgary does not have this issue. Nor, does it have either the Canadian or American cover of the September 1935 issue depicting variations in national tastes in women. The Bob Gibson Collection does have the Canadian November 1935 edition and cover. The heroine’s frontal nudity is discreetly covered by an advertisement announcing a “Magazine of the Bizarre and the Unusual, 25¢”.

3 Gernsback was founding editor of Amazing Stories and is attributed to creating the term “science fiction” after abandoning his coined term “scientification” in 1929.

Works Cited

Badami, Mary Kenny. “A Feminist Critique of Science Fiction”, Extrapolation, 38:1 (1995): 6-19.

Burleson, Donald R. “On Mary Elizabeth Counselman’s ‘Twister’”, Studies in Weird Fiction, 15 (1994): 16-18.
Clute, John and Peter Nicholls, The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, London: Orbit, 1999.

Contento, William G., Index to Science Fiction Anthologies and Collections, Combined Edition, Last Updated: October 29, 2005. 13 June 2006. <http://users.ev1.net/~homeville/isfac/0start.htm#TOC>.

Donawerth, Jane “Teaching Science Fiction by Women”, The English Journal, 79:3 (1990): 39-46.

Everts, R. Alain, Margaret Brundage: An Interview, Weird Tales website

<http://members.aol.com/weirdtales/brundage.htm>

A Guide to Feminist Science Fiction Resources in Print and on the Net: Bibliographies and Indexes, Feminist Science Fiction, Fantasy and Utopia. 13 June 2006. <http://www.feministsf.org/femsf/crit/whipple/rg.bib.html>.

Jaffery, Sheldon R. and Fred Cook, The Collector’s Index to Weird Tales, Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green Univ. Pr., 1985.

Larbalestier, Justine, The Battle of the Sexes in Science Fiction, Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Univ. Pr., 2002.

Laz, Cheryl, “Science Fiction and Introductory Sociology: The ‘Handmaid’ in the Classroom”, Teaching Sociology 21:1 (1996): 54-63.

Malnig, Lulie. “Athena Meets Venus: Visions of Women in Social Dance in the Teens and Early 1920’s”, Dance Research Journal, 31.2 (1999): 34-62

Roberts, Robin. “The Female Alien: Pulp Science Fiction’s Legacy to Feminists”, Journal of Popular Culture, 21:2  (1987): 33-52.

Taraba, Frederic B., “The Weird Tales of Margaret Brundage”, Step-by-Step Graphics, 11:5 (1995): 118-129.

Weinbaum, Batya, “Leslie F. Stone’s “Men with Wings’ and Women with Wings’: A Woman’s View of War Between the Wars”, Extrapolation 39.4 (1998): 299-313.

Mary Hemmings is the English Literature Librarian at the University of Calgary. She is also co-ordinator of the newly acquired Gibson Collection of Speculative Fiction at the University.












1
56

