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4. How has cinema influenced consumer behavior from 1920s Modernity and the star-system 
to today’s celebrity culture? Refer to academic texts and historical and contemporary film 
examples to support your argument.

“I’ve got the brains. You’ve got the looks. Let’s make the money.”

Cinema has always surprised every viewer since its birth. Cinematography was born in 1985 
by the French Lumière brothers, Louis and Auguste, that perfected the Cinèmatographe, an 
apparatus that took, printed and projected film in Paris in December 1895. (Cinematography, 

Wikipedia, 2016) They were the first to 
present a moving image to an audience of 
more than one person. Their first short black 
and white silent film, “The Arrival of a Train at 
La Ciotat Station”, (fig. 1) has probably been 
one of the first films to be shown at an 
audience: people were so overwhelmed by 
the moving image of a life-sized train coming 
directly at them that they screamed and ran 
back to the room. (L'Arrivée d'un train en 
gare de La Ciotat, Wikipedia, 2016) Even 
though it has been written that this is just an 
urban legend, this marked a big step for the 
history of the cinema.

By the 1920s most of the films produced were sound 
films. In this decade films really blossomed, becoming 
a big business (with a capital investment of over $2 
billion). (Dirks, 2014) Hollywood was the melting pot of 
the cinema industry: most American films were 
produced there because of its plentiful sunshine, 
cheap properties and a massive variety of locations. 
(fig. 2) This increased Hollywood’s population 
massively as well, and played a key role in trying to 
modernize the cinema industry.
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Figure 1. “L'Arrivee d'un train en gare de la 
Ciotat” (1895)

Figure 2. “Hollywood in 1920”



With the invent of the cinema, stars and actors started to become important as well. At first, 
in the 1900s, since film styles were less about artistry and standardized, actors were not 
credited and acting was not considered important and worthy. Stage performers were 
embarrassed to be filmed, they were afraid that appearing in films would ruin their reputation 
and producers were scared that actors would become famous and start asking for more 
money. In the 1920s, the Hollywood industry started to focus on stars and actors, reaching a 
point of starting creating films centered on stars. This system has been called the Star 
System and stars were employees of the studio, working with contracts and cinema 
companies. They were asked to build an image around them that normally had nothing to do 
with that person in real life, with new names and new backgrounds. (Star system - 
filmmaking, Wikipedia, 2016) Women were expected to behave like ladies, and were never 
permitted to leave the house without makeup and stylish clothes. Men were expected to be 
seen in public as gentlemen. Every person had a team that was working for them just to 
create this persona, and they would work to cover up accidents that would blow the whole 
star’s image. For instance, when Confidential Magazine wanted to run an exposé about the 
secret homosexual life of Rock Hudson, his agent disclosed information about the criminal 
past of another client, actor Rory Calhoun, to 
stop them from printing the exposé about 
Rock. (The Star System, Classical Hollywood 
Central, 2011) This system had lots of flaws 
too: actors were owned by the studios and 
were frustrated that they couldn’t live the way 
they wanted. In the 1919, Charlie Chaplin, 
Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks and D.W. 
Griffith started they own company United 
Artists to be in control of their lives and 
careers. The audience used to love stars 
because they could dream about seeing 
themselves in them when watching a film, and at 

the same time they represented a way to escape normal life because 
anyone could become one.

Daniel Boorstin, an American sociologist, wrote “The Image” (fig. 4) where 
his opinion about the Star System is completely different from what the 
audience thought. In fact, he thinks that they are pseudo-events, as you 
can see them in real life, you can know everything about them, but they 
don’t know you and you can’t interact with them. Furthermore, they don’t 
have a strong character, but a definite personality: someone that people 
can trust commercially and make them buy products. Stars became an 
investment: companies hired them because the audience knew and 
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Figure 3. D.W. Griffith, Mary Pickford, Charlie 
Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks (1919)

Figure 4. “The Image” 
by D. Boorstin



trusted them to purchase goods. As nowadays’ adverts, people thought that buying what 
they publicize helped to become similar to them, to gain a higher lifestyle and maybe find love 
as well. 

Since the first World War decreased the number of men in cities, women had to start to 
support themselves: fashion, beauty and glamour become a tangible asset for them. Studios 
began to put stars in fake relationships for the female audience, so stars had to start acting 

even outside the stage. At the same time though, from the 
stars point of view, love was all they had left. The scandalous 
couple, Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton, brought a 
massive attention from the audience to “Cleopatra”, the film 
they were both acting in. (fig. 5) The film's production—
characterized by costly sets and costumes, constant delays, 
and a scandal caused by Taylor's extramarital affair with her 
co-star Richard Burton—was closely followed by the media, 
with Life proclaiming it the "Most Talked About Movie Ever 
Made". (Elizabeth Taylor, Wikipedia, 2016). This scandal was 
mostly followed by a female audience, mainly because fewer 
men were around and they had to project themselves on a 
parallel reality.

This was reflected in 1930’s cinema, where beauty and fashion were one of the most 
important things. Cosmetic companies started to create adverts that were introduced during 
film breaks, so they moved into commercial production. Cinema became an important shop 
window, as for example make-up has been made popular 
thanks to the cinema and the screen. Max Factor, a popular 
line of cosmetics funded in 1909 in Poland but suddenly 
moved its industry to Los Angeles, seeing an opportunity to 
provide made-to-order wigs and theatrical make-up to the 
growing film industry. Besides selling his own make-up 
products he soon became the West Coast distributor of both 
Leichner and Minor, two leading theatrical make-up 
manufacturers. (Max Factor, Wikipedia, 2016) Make-up came 
into the every day life of women really quickly, they wanted to 
appear like film stars. Although, make-up was really 
expensive at the time at women were not able to create their 
own ones like they used to sew dresses and clothes. In fact, 
the majority of women across all social classes could sew 
properly and so were able, if they wished, to make their own 
clothes. (Fashion and Celebrity Culture, Church Gibson, 
2012). Although make-up, became really important in the late 1930s, when full colour films 
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Figure 5. Elizabeth Taylor and 
Richard Burton in 
“Cleopatra” (1963)

Figure 6. Anne Shirley for Max Factor 
Pan Cake make-up advert (1943)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Burton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Burton


start to debut. Here, Max Factor created a revolutionary product that is still in use today: Pan-
Cake makeup. (fig. 6) It was both used for cinematic looks but also wearable in the every day 
life. It was called Pan-Cake because of its packaging, a pressed portable capsule. It was an 
immediate success, so surprising that women started to stealing it from film sets and using it 
privately.

We can say that from now on, cinema started to 
become a shop window, selling everything actors and 
actresses wore especially because women were 
encouraged to copy screen fashions. Film’s outfits 
started to become available to ordinary women in shops 
although for men fashion, cinema was a way to tell men 
what not to wear. (fig. 8)

Nowadays, we can affirm that cinema still sells 
fashion but more importantly it sells the idea of 
becoming that certain person if we wear what 
he/she sells. Famous people like singers, 
actors and fashion influencers are the main 
focus to sell a product. They have been 
specifically chosen to arouse the target to buy 
that certain product. Although cinema is still a 
successful shop window, Instagram has 
certainly surpassed it, becoming an important 
social environment to buy and sell goods and 
services. This is probably not visible at first if 
we scroll through our timeline, but if we start 
following fashion bloggers, influencers and 
people with a massive number of followers, 
we’ll probably notice caption with #ad: these 

are paid by companies that ask that person to post that picture to increase the selling of that 
company. (fig. 9)

Currently, users can’t directly shop from Instagram (unless it’s an advert, where you can click 
through), but there are services such as liketoknow.it that email you with purchasing links for 
your favourited items. Most brands, though, rely on users tapping on the link to their e-shops, 
which Instagram lets them include in their profile bio. (fig. 9) And for many, it works. (Tamsin 
Blanchard, 2014) But how much influence do celebrity commercials have on our buying 
Tommaso Montino

Figure 7. Clark Gable not wearing a 
vest in “It Happened One Night” (1934)

Figure 8. Kim Kardashian promoting hair 
vitamins through her Instagram (2016)



decisions? Well, if Pepsi is giving Beyoncè $50 million 
for doing an advert, we can say quite a lot. According 
to a University of Arkansas research study, the reason 
we see so many celebrities in product advertisements 
and endorsement situations may be that marketers are 
keenly aware that “a range of consumer-celebrity 
relationships conspires to allow consumers to form a 
personal identity that matches who they want to 
be.” (Jill Ettinger, 2013) like cinema did in 1930. 

This is probably the main reason why fashion industry 
is so keen to do collaborations with celebrities that 
have nothing to do with fashion. Kanye West x adidas 
Originals, Rihanna x Puma (fig. 10), ASAP Rocky x 
Guess Originals and the most recent Zayn x Versace 
are just a few of the most popular ones. The acclaimed 

and hated collaboration between adidas Originals and 
Kanye West was criticized as a total disaster by the ex 
CFDA President Fern Mallis. Kanye of course replied 

taking to Twitter in violent defense. The main question is quite simple. Why? Why fashion 
companies have to relate to famous people that probably have zero fashion background to 
sell their products? Because nothing sells better than celebrity. They choose to buy into 
something that they can't be, and those celebrity-endorsed products give them the power to 
do just that. Who cares about a new hemline or silhouette if you can look like Kanye West? 
(fig. 11) (Greg French, 2015)

Another endorsed fashion collaboration was Professor 
Green x Puma. The rapper was not fully convinced at first 
but the approach came from the brand (in contrast to 
Kanye that “asked” adidas to collaborate): “Puma got in 
touch and I was like: ‘Well sportswear, I’m not very 
athletic how is this going to work?’ Back then the catch 
line was ‘the after-hours athlete’, which I can endorse 
fully. I approach [the design process] like I approach my 
music. It’s selfish. I pick what I like. Me and the designer 
sit down and he’s got mood boards and I’ve got 
references, things that I like from now and from the past 
and we just start putting our heads together and thrash 
things out.” (Rebecca Gonsalves, 2013)

Celebrities fans will always race to show their lifestyle 
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Figure 9. Fashion brand Asos uses 
Instagram to promote its own products 
(2016)

Figure 10. Rihanna relaunches her 
pair of Creepers, born from the 

collaboration with Puma. (2016)

http://newswire.uark.edu/article.aspx?id=19784
http://newswire.uark.edu/article.aspx?id=19784


through wearing signed clothes by their favourite singer. And this is the most upsetting thing, 
mainly because in England students pay £27k for a fashion degree that will probably be 
useless unless you are a celebrity. Designers nowadays find it really difficult to break into the 
world of fashion for different reasons, either financial or invisible. Perhaps fashion companies 
should research more into freshly graduated designers to collaborate with, but surely this 

would never bring the same income as Rihanna or Zayn. 

In conclusion, we can say that fashion companies use celebrities because of their image and 
their fame to increase their income; but what if are brands just using celebrities because 
nowadays they have to do it to “survive”? Hard to say that this is the reason for Puma and 
adidas, but since they are called collaborations, good outcomes come from both sides. 
Celebrities “help” companies to make money, companies “help” celebrities to appeal 
inspiring. 
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Figure 11. Kanye West during the Yeezy’s 
Season 2 Show (2015)
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