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4. DOROTHY DANDRIDGE THE 
INVISIBLE STAR: RACIAL SEGREGATION 
IN HOLLYWOOD FAN MAGAZINES IN 

THE 1950s

Cathy Lomax

In 1954 Dorothy Dandridge’s career was approaching its peak. After many years 
playing small roles on screen and singing in theatres and clubs, she was cast as 
the lead in Otto Preminger’s all-Black musical Carmen Jones, a role that won 
her an Academy Award nomination. But while she was a familiar face to read-
ers of Black targeted magazines such as Ebony and Jet, was extensively featured 
in European magazines, and appeared in ‘mainstream’ US publications such as 
Esquire and Cosmopolitan, becoming the first Black woman to appear on the 
cover of the leading US photo magazine Life in November 1954 (Figure 4.1), she 
was ignored by the US fan magazines. Donald Bogle in his substantive biography 
of Dandridge notes that with the release of Carmen Jones

movie magazines like Photoplay, Modern Screen and Motion Picture 
chose not to do features on her. Photoplay reviewed Carmen Jones [. . .] 
but there were no glamorous photo layouts. No visits to the star’s home. 
No features detailing the star’s love life. (Bogle 1998, 313) 

Building on Bogle’s observations I will be examining how despite being set up 
as the first Black female Hollywood star, Dorothy Dandridge’s exclusion from 
Hollywood fan magazines in effect rendered her invisible to a large percentage of 
filmgoers and thereby quashed her chances of a sustained high-profile film career. 
My focus will be an issue of Photoplay from February 1955, where, discretely 
nestled among the usual colourful content about new babies, feuding stars, happy 
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(and not-so-happy) marriages, glamorous homes, decorative fashion and the lat-
est film releases, is a one-page feature in black and white about Carmen Jones. By 
looking at this, alongside coverage of Dandridge in contemporaneous magazines, 
I will outline the way in which US fan magazines of the mid-1950s, a time when 
the civil rights movement was gaining traction, maintained a conservative and 
essentially racist agenda by only promoting white actors. 

Dandridge 

Before focusing on Photoplay I want to outline Dandridge’s importance as a 
totemic figure. At surface level it would be easy to dismiss her as a minor Holly-
wood actor, in that her filmography is sparse and the films she made of variable 
quality. However, as Karen Alexander in her study of Black women in Holly-
wood asserts, Dandridge was ‘the only genuine Black female star Hollywood 
ever produced, if by star is meant that combination of an immediately seductive 
image with the larger-than-life projection of a persona, the combination that 
also produced Marilyn Monroe’ (Alexander 1991, 53). Alexander states that 
Dandridge was known as ‘America’s first sex goddess of colour’ (1991, 47), a 
tag that somewhat inaccurately paints her as a sexy, dark-skinned counterpoint 
to the blondeness of Monroe (of whom she was an acquaintance). In actual-
ity, Dandridge’s persona was far more complex, and her image went through 
many iterations before she was promoted as a seductive sex bomb in the lead 
up to Carmen Jones. Pre-Carmen, Dandridge’s screen roles are notable for a 
certain controlled style; sleek nightclub singer, doting wife, respectable school-
teacher, and in Tarzan’s Peril (Haskin 1951), a principled African queen who 
is described by Ebony as ‘dignified and beautiful [. . .] quite different from the 
black-faced tribal characters seen in the past 35 years of filming the favourite 
jungle stories of Edgar Rice Burroughs’ (April 1951, 48). These roles, as Mia 
Mask notes, convey an ‘air of bourgeois respectability, elegance, and sophisti-
cation [which] broadened the image of Black womanhood in the public sphere’ 
(Mask 2009, 14).

The promotion of Dandridge as sexually provocative in the build-up to Car-
men Jones cast her in a role which had been the preserve of white female stars 
(such as Monroe) since the earliest days of cinema, a move which might be con-
sidered progressive in the racially segregated US society of the mid-1950s, when 
miscegenation was still forbidden on screen. However, Dandridge’s styling, 
and, as I will go on to discuss, the particular way she was described after Car-
men Jones, acted to reinforce the clichéd idea of the Black woman as sexualised 
other, while her absence from fan magazines reflected the queasy uncertainty 
that society felt about depicting a Black woman as beautiful and desirable. It 
was, writes Jeremy Tambling in Opera, Ideology and Film, a ‘mythologising of 
the dangerous black or mixed race woman, and of her ambivalent “nature”’ 
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(Tambling 1987, 31–2). It is noticeable that commentaries on Dandridge’s per-
formances frequently remark on how she is dressed as a factor in her suitability 
for roles, as if unable to reconcile her appearance with her skin colour. For 
example, a review of Porgy and Bess (Preminger 1959) in Variety is of the 
opinion that, ‘Miss Dandridge is perhaps too “refined” in type to be quite con-
vincing as the split-skirt, heroin-shuffling tramp’ (Land, 1 July 1959, 6), while 
a press release issued by Columbia to accompany Tamango (Berry 1958) stated

[i]t is ironic that, although she is one of the most elegantly groomed 
women in show business, almost all her film roles have called for a drab 
and tattered wardrobe. No exception is her latest part of a slave girl 
(Columbia Campaign Book (UK) for Tamango, 1959, 2. (Quoted by 
Alexander 1991, 48) 

Aside from this disequilibrium between on- and off-screen persona,  
Dandridge’s story of hard-won success was something that aligned her with 
many other stars. Born in 1922, she began work as a child in a singing duo 
with her sister, and by the age of twelve she was performing internationally 
with The Dandridge Sisters trio. In 1940 she had her first credited film role in 
the race film Four Shall Die (Popkin).1 This was followed by appearances in 
‘soundies’ (short musical films played on video jukeboxes), before graduating 
to small roles as maids and African natives in mainstream Hollywood films. 
Throughout her adult life Dandridge continued to perform as a singer, often 
on variety bills for which she received good, if not outstanding, notices, such 
as a 1947 show at the Million Dollar Theatre, Los Angeles, with the Floyd 
Ray orchestra, where her performance was commended for ‘solid thrushing’2 
(Hurl, 21 August 1946, 57). This changed in 1950 when, after working with 
arranger Phil Moore, she emerged with a solo nightclub act which marked 
her as ‘a new and far more glamourous’ performer (The Chicago Defender,  
27 January 1951, 21). Dandridge’s new image was celebrated in a series of 
stylish photographs in the 5 November 1951 issue of Life, in which she is said 
to have ‘sung her way from a small Hollywood nightclub to stardom at the 
Mocambo and a huge success in London’ (65).

This high-profile nightclub act brought her new attention from Hollywood 
producers3 and in 1953 she was cast in the starring role of a small-town school-
teacher in MGM’s majority-Black-cast Bright Road (Mayer), a film seen by 
Otto Preminger, who went on to direct her in the all-Black musical Carmen 
Jones. In 1955 after the completion of Carmen Jones, Dandridge’s potential 
was confirmed by Darryl Zanuck, who signed her to a three-year contract with 
20th Century Fox. By this point she was an experienced thirty-two-year-old 
performer who had appeared at nightclubs all over the world and had made 
over twenty feature film appearances.
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A Censored Stardom

Although generally well received, Carmen Jones was not universally liked, with 
the film’s racial politics criticised by some commentators, notably James Bald-
win, who wrote that while the lighter-skinned actors (Dandridge and co-star 
Harry Belafonte) are depicted as complex and desirable, the darker-skinned 
characters, who in effect ‘do not live in the same world’, are sketchily drawn 
clichés ([1957] 2017, 51–2). Despite this, it is hard to dispute the importance 
of the film’s depiction of the erotic love of an appealing Black couple, and  
the consequent elevation of the Black actors playing these roles to the lower 
echelons of stardom. Jet (Ebony’s sister publication) wrote that Dandridge and 
Belafonte were Hollywood’s first ‘love team that does not tax the imagination’ 
(30 September 1954, 60). This was in opposition to previous Black cast films in 
which the female star was matched with an unlikely romantic partner in order 
to downplay her sexual appeal. Jet notes that in the 1929 Black musical Halle-
lujah (Vidor) ‘beauteous Nina Mae McKinney began a long-suffering career of 
playing opposite males who were a far cry from the “leading man” type’ (60).

Carmen Jones was adapted from the 1943, all-Black cast stage musical of 
the same name, which was itself an adaptation of Bizet’s opera Carmen. The 
film’s well-regarded producer/director Otto Preminger secured $775,000 from 

Figure 4.1 Dandridge’s demurely elegant persona is on show in her role in Bright 
Road (1953).
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20th Century Fox to finance the film. The cast was announced in May 1954, 
and principal photography in DeLuxe Color and the relatively new Cinema-
scope format completed in early August 1954. In the months around the film’s 
release in October 1954 there is a noticeable shift in the way that Dandridge is 
depicted, in what appears to be a concerted campaign to promote her as more 
sexually seductive. Although variations in magazine lead times make it hard to 
pinpoint the exact dates that features were compiled, notable in this regard is 
the ‘Lady Fair’ pin-up, photographed by Philippe Halsman, for the June 1954 
issue of Esquire. This magazine at the time was a high-profile men’s maga-
zine published in US and British editions, which, alongside literary fiction and 
articles about cars, sport and fashion, included tastefully provocative images of 
women (often actresses) taken by prestigious photographers.4 

Other publicity in late 1954 included the cover feature in the 1 November 
issue of Life (Figure 4.1), and on 24 October, four days before the film’s open-
ing, a live television broadcast in which Dandridge, the only Black performer, 
sang two songs to an audience estimated at 60 to 70 million.5 After the film’s 
premiere Newsweek hailed Dandridge as ‘an incandescent Carmen, devilishly 
wilful and feline. She is one of the outstanding dramatic actresses of the screen’ 
(25 October 1954, 102). Louella Parsons in Cosmopolitan called Carmen Jones 
‘a work of vitality, compassion, strength, and passion rarely reflected on the 
screen’, with Dandridge ‘a beautiful girl who knows how to wear clothes and 
swing a hot song [able to] display her acting talent’ (Cosmopolitan, December 
1954, 4). This publicity continued into 1955 when the film opened in Europe, 
with Dandridge given the treatment and coverage afforded to any attractive 
new star in the British publications Picturegoer and Picture Show, as well as 
appearing on covers across Europe, including Der Stern and Paris Match.6 The 
rise of her star in Europe was capped by a promotional visit to Cannes where 
Carmen Jones had been selected to close the 1955 Cannes Festival, while back 
in the US Dandridge’s good notices brought her a nomination for the Best 
Actress Academy Award. With this impressive national and international suc-
cess, Ebony reported in December 1955 that the film had grossed $5,000,000, 
a figure which would have netted Preminger and Fox an extensive profit (24).

In the light of this information, it seems astonishing that in early 1955, when 
Carmen Jones was showing on screens across the US, and receiving almost uni-
versal acclaim, and Dandridge was the subject of numerous articles in Europe, 
the US fan magazines gave the film only a cursory mention. The February 1955 
issue of Photoplay, which proclaims itself to be, ‘America’s largest selling movie 
magazine’,7 featured Doris Day on its cover as a tie-in for her latest release 
Young at Heart (Douglas 1955) (Figure 4.2). This image of Day in pale pink 
against a pastel turquoise background is credited (on the contents page) as, 
‘Color Portrait of Doris Day, currently in Warner’s Young at Heart, by Six’. 
Young at Heart is further promoted in the issue with a full-page advertisement 
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Figure 4.2 Doris Day cover. Photoplay, February 1955.
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Figure 4.3 Advertisement for Lustre-Crème Shampoo featuring Doris Day. Photoplay, 
February 1955. (p. 20)
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on page 7, and then again on page 20 in an advertisement for Lustre-Crème 
Shampoo, which features an image of Day (in which she bears almost exactly 
the same expression and hair style as in the cover image) accompanied by the 
credit line ‘Doris Day co-starring in Young at Heart. An Arwin Production in 
WarnerColor. Presented by Warner Bros’ (Figure 4.3). Day is also mentioned 
briefly by Sidney Skolsky in his ‘That’s Hollywood Gossip For You’ on page 10. 
All of this is before the main interview with the star by Ernst Jacobi, ‘If you like 
what you love You’re in Luck’, on page 48. This accumulation of material is 
what Jeffers McDonald terms the ‘star trail’, that is, a series of images and men-
tions for a star that appear before the main feature, which lead ‘the reader to 
her while magnifying the sense of her importance’ (Jeffers McDonald 2013, 39).

As is evident from this wealth of Doris Day content, a star actor’s work did 
not finish when a film wrapped. The extent of this work is outlined by Esther 
Williams, who in her autobiography, describes the publicity regime that was 
set in place after production on Skirts Ahoy! (Lanfield 1952) was completed,

the now-familiar pattern proceeded into the next phase and we moved 
into publicity. The studio shot the stills that would be used for lobby 
cards and posters [. . .] After that they arranged for the parade of fan 
magazine writers and photographers to come to the house for interviews 
and the obligatory home candids. (Williams 2000, 208) 

Returning to Young at Heart, we should note that although Day was a very 
popular star, as was her co-star Frank Sinatra, Day’s role in the film is not gen-
erally considered noteworthy. Bosley Crowther in his New York Times review 
(published on 20 January 1955) calls the film ‘a bit flabby and wishy-washy 
in spots’, with Day ‘sometimes much too bubbly’ (n.p.), while Foster Hirsch 
describes Day as being ‘trapped in a vapid ingenue role’ (2010, 154). Of course, 
the staff responsible for the February 1955 issue of Photoplay, which appeared 
on the newsstands in January and was prepared months before, would not nec-
essarily have been aware of the quality of the film. However, it does highlight 
how the established status quo is maintained by studio publicity departments, 
which would have supplied material about Day and offered the star for inter-
view. This treatment of Day and Young at Heart is in stark contrast to Photo-
play’s coverage of Dandridge and the highly acclaimed Carmen Jones, which 
is only mentioned twice in the issue, with product tie-ins and star interviews 
notable by their absence. We should note that Dandridge was known to the 
magazine, as she had received a good notice in a June 1953 review of Bright 
Road (‘Lovely Dorothy Dandridge, known chiefly as a singer, approaches the 
business of acting with disarming simplicity.’) (Graves 1953, 22). The first 
mention for Carmen Jones in the February 1955 issue is a very short write-up 
in ‘brief reviews’ (it was reviewed a little more expansively in the previous issue 
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on page 8) which gives it the highest possible rating, calling it a ‘[b]rilliant, 
unusual musical, set in America’s South. Dorothy Dandridge, as the temptress, 
and Harry Belafonte, as the soldier she ruins, head an all-Negro cast.’ (12).

The second is a one-page ‘Photoplay recommends’ profile of Carmen Jones 
on page 31. This curious feature, which appeared sporadically in Photoplay 
during 1955, highlighted films that might be termed prestige pictures, including 
East of Eden (May 1955, 37) and Marty (June 1955, 35). The presentation of 
the feature suggests it is an advertorial, that is, a paid-for feature used to edu-
cate consumers in a credible form by including more detail than an advertise-
ment and tying the promoted product to the magazine with the ‘recommends’ 
tag. We might extrapolate that Fox and Preminger thought that the readers of 
Photoplay might not be attracted by (or connect to) the film’s standard adver-
tising material (which featured a provocative image of Dandridge) and needed 
to be persuaded that they should see the film by a special recommendation 
from a trusted magazine. The feature itself is made up of small black-and-white 
production images in which Dandridge is shown as part of the film’s mise en 
scène. This is in stark opposition to the mostly colour glamour images of Day 
as a singular star figure apart from the cast of Young at Heart. The short text 
outlines that Dandridge, Belafonte and Pearl Bailey ‘have all achieved impos-
ing reputations as night-club stars’, and identifies the film as ‘an exhilarating, 
utterly different kind of musical drama’. The words used to describe the film 
and Carmen/Dorothy; ‘different’, ‘exhilarating’, ‘unusual’, ‘temptress’, are as 
telling as the visual treatment it is given. These mark Carmen/Dorothy as other, 
drawing on the clichés of Black women as sexually charged, thereby marking 
the film as an oddity, and separating it from the usual Hollywood output in 
which Black women did not appear in starring roles. Further ignominy for the 
stars of Carmen Jones is apparent in Photoplay’s annual awards published in 
the March 1955 issue and selected by the magazine’s readers, in which the only 
mention for Carmen Jones was in the ‘Special Award’ presented by the maga-
zine to ‘talented producer-director’ Otto Preminger for his work on the film. 
The short text notes that ‘[h]e chose his players (headed by Dorothy Dandridge 
and Harry Belafonte) shrewdly, guided them unerringly’. There is no image of 
the film and only a cursory mention for its stars (Photoplay, March 1955, 65.) 

As Bogle notes, it was not just Photoplay that ignored Dandridge (1998, 313). 
Modern Screen’s approach was almost identical, with Carmen Jones given a short 
positive review but not featured in any other way. In December 1954 Modern 
Screen’s regular ‘Louella Parsons in Hollywood’ section ran to eight pages, with 
no mention of Dandridge, and her ‘I nominate for stardom’ accolade awarded 
to Mitzi Gaynor (12).8 I mention this because the same writer’s December 1954 
Cosmopolitan feature effusively praised Dandridge (4). Anthony Slide observes 
that when another of the fan magazines, Motion Picture, put Lena Horne on their 
October 1944 cover, it became the first to feature an African-American cover star. 
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As Slide notes, ‘[e]xecutive editor Laurence Reid took the gamble, which was 
considered a high-risk one, and it resulted in a sales slump. The experiment was 
never repeated’ (2010, 199).

The scope of Preminger and Fox’s campaign to promote Dandridge and 
Carmen Jones is apparent in the enthusiastic notices displayed in an advertise-
ment in Boxoffice (a publication aimed at theatre owners and film profession-
als) on 13 November 1954 by the likes of Hedda Hopper, Walter Winchell and 
Ed Sullivan (11–13). Although these testimonials and reviews were undeniably 
an important factor in the success of the film, the absence of personal public-
ity for Dandridge in the mainstream fan magazines was a notable and seri-
ous impediment to her personal development as a star. An unattributed article 
published in Ebony in July 1955, ‘Dorothy Dandridge’s Greatest Triumph’, 
features images of Dandridge presenting an Academy Award alongside a dis-
cussion of her thoughts on stardom, her disabled daughter and her failed mar-
riage; exactly the kind of life information that was the staple of fan magazines. 
It is this mix of glamourous imagery and revelatory background detail about 
life events that Richard Dyer notes as setting stars up as simultaneously special 
and ordinary (Dyer 1998, 35) and it is this fundamental component of stardom 
that was not afforded to Dandridge by white America. 

Placement and General Contents

To determine what informed Photoplay’s decision – and indeed those of other 
Hollywood fan magazines – to ignore Dandridge, we need to look at the maga-
zine in more detail. Lies Lanckman’s work on the readership of Photoplay in 
the 1930s identifies the average letter writer as a ‘young white woman in her 
early twenties’ (Lanckman 2019, 53). The content of the February 1955 issue 
suggests that little had changed, with white skin presented as the norm, and 
promoted as desirable, subtly in the editorial and more overtly by the advertis-
ing. This tone is set by the very blonde Doris Day on the cover and reinforced 
on the inside front page with a full-page advertisement for Ivory Soap. Other 
advertisements in the issue for Helene Curtis Shampoo plus Egg (8), March-
and’s Golden Hair Wash (24) and Helene Curtis Suave (11) continue the mes-
sage in their foregrounding of blonde hair and white skin. The Marchand’s 
Golden Hair Wash advertisement proclaims ‘Blondes have a magic . . . Poets 
through the ages have sung of blonde beauty. With Marchand’s Golden Hair 
Wash, you can be a devastating golden-top – safely, easily, right at home.’ Aside 
from the advertisements, a profile of Virginia Mayo on page 34 titled ‘Speaking 
of Angels . . . There’s a Girl Called Virginia’, is illustrated with a colour image 
of the very blonde and fair-skinned star in a white satin dress. On page 44  
there is another full-colour image of a blonde star, Grace Kelly. Smiling and 
fresh-faced, aside from the ever-present 1950s red lipstick, her whiteness is 
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reinforced by the copy, which describes her as being ‘fair and beautiful with a 
couple of bright blue eyes and corn-blond hair’ (Cohen 1955, 82).

Among this content, on pages 30 and 31, is the spread which includes 
‘Photoplay Recommends Carmen Jones’ on the right-hand page. Facing it is 
a full-page colour image of an elegant white woman leaning against a grand 
piano in a luxurious, full-skirted long white dress, with the caption ‘Only New 
Design Modess gives you the luxury of a new whisper soft fabric covering . . .  
no gauze . . . no chafe’ (Figure 4.4). Although not immediately apparent because 
the product is not identified, the inclusion of ‘gauze’ and ‘chafe’ are the clues that 
reveal that the advertisement is for a sanitary product. In this curious pairing of 
sanitary product with prestige film, the gleaming whiteness of the Modess model 
acts to highlight the dark skins of the Carmen Jones actors on the facing page, a 
seemingly incongruous piece of magazine layout which could be explained away 
as a random placement of advertisement and editorial/advertorial. However, this 
theory is tempered by Darrell Blaine Lucas and Steuart Henderson Britt’s 1950 
study of advertising psychology, which explains that the positioning of advertis-
ing was a well-considered subject.

Most magazines have some pages which advertisers call preferred posi-
tions. The outside back cover has an obvious advantage in advertising 

Figure 4.4 Advertisement for Modess sanitary napkins opposite ‘Photoplay 
recommends Carmen Jones’. Photoplay, February 1955. (pp. 30–1)
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exposure. There are other locations inside of the magazine which have, or 
are believed to have, a special advantage [such as] the page facing the first 
important editorial feature. Those who specialize in buying magazine-
advertising space put a great deal of emphasis upon the page locations 
they obtain. (Lucas and Britt 1950, 223) 

Although feasible that Johnson & Johnson (the owners of the Modess brand) 
purchased advertising space in Photoplay without regard to where it was placed, 
Lucas and Britt report that anecdotally over 50 per cent of advertisers requested 
a particular prestigious space early in the make-up of a magazine (232). Exam-
ining Modess’s advertising patterns reveals that Johnson & Johnson took out a 
full-page colour advertisement in the September, October and November 1954 
issues of Photoplay (which appeared on pages 12, 125 and 113 respectively). 
In 1955 they advertised in February, April, September and October (pages 30, 
113, 9 and 117). Each advertisement features fashion models, in high-quality 
fashion, as part of what has been called a ground-breaking campaign to destig-
matise sanitary products (Henderson, 5 September 2018, n.p.). The seemingly 
random placement of the advertisement throughout these issues indicates that 
the company did not receive a regular spot in the running order of the maga-
zine and most frequently appeared in the back pages, where they face run-on 
copy from earlier articles. It is worth referring back to Lucas and Britt, who 
note that despite requesting prestigious spots ‘as a general rule advertisers have 
little control over their page location in a magazine’ (223). We can assume that 
the popularity of Photoplay (and its young female readership) gave it an upper 
hand in the finely balanced relationship between advertiser and magazine, which 
meant it could afford to prioritise prestige and visual appeal over the requests of 
advertisers. I would suggest that a page facing a promotion for an all-Black film 
would not have been popular for the very same reasons that Dandridge herself 
was not featured in the magazine in any meaningful way. That is to say, it would 
be assumed that images of Black actors would alienate the majority white read-
ership. Therefore, a low-prestige advertisement, which, despite its visual appeal, 
would always be the categorisation of anything associated with menstruation, 
was able to be positioned wherever the magazine had a difficult spot to fill. 

Black Magazines 

I am not suggesting that readers of Photoplay were necessarily or knowingly 
racist; in fact evidence to the contrary is supplied by a letter in the November 
1949 issue of the magazine: 

Recently, I’ve been reading about all the movies being made about 
Negroes, but all of them such as ‘Pinky’ have white people as stars [. . .] 
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Why don’t they make a movie with Lena Horne as the star? She hasn’t 
made any pictures in which she has an acting part. I think she is a beauti-
ful person and she can act. (Orlegard, 4) 

Generally, however, it appears that magazines mirrored the segregation that 
affected so many aspects of American life in the mid-20th century, a position 
that kept white Americans ignorant and ill-informed about non-white Amer-
icans. A 2019 New York Times feature about Ebony magazine, which was 
founded in 1945 with an ambition to present African-American issues in a 
thoughtful and positive light, notes wryly that African Americans were rarely 
featured in the white press in the 1950s unless they committed crimes (Sta-
ples, 11 August 2019, n.p). It is certainly true, as Sumiko Higashi writes, that 
the absence of women of colour in US fan magazines in the 1950s reflected a 
repression of racialised women on screen (2014, 2). This is the very reason why 
the positive if somewhat repressed reception of Dandridge in Carmen Jones 
was so remarkable. To unpick this a little we should note that Black actors had 
been working in Hollywood since the early days of the film industry but were 
generally cast in subservient roles, often as maids or railway porters. Excep-
tions to this were entertainers like Lena Horne, who were admired for their 
energy and exoticism but (as commented on by the letter writer) remained 
separate from the main cast of the film, performing instead as speciality acts. 
The often-repeated reason for this separation of Black musical stars and the 
absence of Black lead actors in Hollywood films is what Thomas Cripps terms 
‘the myth of the Southern box office’. This myth suggests that films starring 
Black performers would not make economic sense because they would be boy-
cotted in the Southern states, thereby losing revenue. Consequently, Black per-
formers, if not playing subservient roles, had to be able to be cut from the film 
without disrupting the narrative. Cripps repudiates this idea, contending that 
the Southern box office was notoriously low and would in any case have been 
offset by increased Black patronage (Cripps 1970, 121–5). This returns us to 
the maintenance of the racist status quo as the prime motivation for not devel-
oping Black stars or financing films starring Black actors.

We should also note that Hollywood did periodically produce Black cast films, 
generally musicals, such as the already mentioned Hallelujah, as well as Cabin in 
the Sky (Minnelli 1943) and indeed Carmen Jones. However, these films tended 
to present Black people in a ‘folksy’ way, which harked back to the woefully inac-
curate popular myth of the idyllic antebellum South. Diahann Carroll, who made 
her film debut in Carmen Jones, noted some of the issues she had with the film 
(which are also applicable to other examples of the ‘Black musical’ genre):

The plot and the characters and situations were every bit as stereotyped 
as the ‘dees’, ‘dems’ and ‘dats’ that filled the dialogue [. . .] We were the 
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only Black people on the lot [. . .] we were outsiders, in town for only a 
short while to do our ‘Black’ feature film (there was a ‘Black’ film every 
few years), and when it was over we would go back to where we came 
from and no one would ever see us again. (Carroll 1986, 47–8) 

The European Difference

The difference in the treatment of Dandridge by European fan magazines is 
yet more evidence that highlights the US’s suppression of information about its 
racially segregated society. A 1 January 1955 article in the British fan magazine 
Picturegoer notes:

She’s dynamite all round – but Hollywood is finding this dynamite too 
tricky to handle. The trouble lies in the colour of her skin. It’s coffee-
coloured. Yes, Dorothy Dandridge is a negress [. . .] there’s no question 
of a movieland colour bar. The only thing that concerns Hollywood is: 
would more Negro films be box office? (Hinxman, 5) 

This open articulation of the problems Dandridge faced because of her colour 
is markedly different from the covert approach to issues around race in the US. In 
another British fan magazine, Picture Show, the discrepancy between the treatment 
of Dandridge (and Belafonte) in Europe and the US is apparent in the magazine’s 
design. In this feature from the 5 March 1955 issue the stars are foregrounded in 
two solo publicity shots which are surrounded by smaller images from the film (8) 
(Figure 4.5). This differs sharply from ‘Photoplay recommends Carmen Jones’, in 
which the stars are only shown as members of the cast in stills from the film.

Dandridge and Ebony as Signifiers of a Black Middle Class

In contrast to her invisibility in the Hollywood fan magazines, Dandridge was 
a familiar face in the Black press. Ebony in particular broke new ground in its 
focus on members of the African-American middle and upper classes, showing 
them in their tastefully decorated homes and enjoying the same activities as 
white people: travel, skiing, tennis, drinking Coca-Cola. Brent Staples contends 
that, the ‘[c]orporate advertisers who had previously shunned black ventures 
warmed to [Ebony’s] argument that the black middle class would embrace 
brands that depicted people of color in advertisements’ (11 August 2019, n.p.). 
The commercial possibilities afforded by this new market of affluent Black 
middle-class consumers aligns with a significant aspect of Dandridge’s persona, 
which as Mia Mask notes, was that ‘she was a star during the instantiation of 
the black American as consumer’ (Mask 2009, 19). 

The possibilities of this new market were undoubtedly noticed by the studios 
who were keen to mitigate some of the losses that the advent of television had 
wrought, and Dandridge’s contract with 20th Century Fox is part of this slow 
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Figure 4.5 Carmen Jones feature. Picture Show, 5 March 1955. (p. 8)

progressive move. However, it was precisely because it was a transitional period 
that Dandridge faced problems in finding suitable film roles. Discussions about 
race had been suppressed in the US for so long that inherently conservative 
producers and stretched film studios, who were still subject to the Production 
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Code’s ban on miscegenation until 1956, were slow to take risks with more 
liberal projects and casting ideas, and quick to fall back on stereotypes, as Gary 
Null notes in Black Hollywood: The Negro in Motion Pictures:

the role Dandridge plays in Carmen Jones and later in Porgy and Bess 
does not essentially depart from the image of the mulatto woman whose 
white blood makes her beautiful and whose black blood degrades her 
and who is doomed to die tragically [. . .] In Hollywood, right up to the 
present, the beautiful Black woman has always been light-skinned and 
short-lived. (Null 1975, 169–71). 

Ebony magazine was also caught in this double bind, in which its mandate 
to promote and elevate Black Americans was severely compromised by mixed 
messages about skin colour. In the 1950s the magazine almost exclusively pro-
moted light-skinned women of colour, such as Dandridge, as aspirational figures 
of glamour, a position reinforced by prominent advertising for numerous skin 
lightening products, such as Nadinola Bleaching Cream, which proclaimed that 
‘. . . a lighter, brighter complexion improves your chance for romance’ (Ebony, 
February 1955, 14). This direct correspondence with the white-promoting 
beauty products that appeared in Photoplay highlights a hierarchy of light 
skin that connects to a broader Western history of make-up, which as Richard 
Dyer notes is a ‘history of whitening’ (Dyer 1997, 48). Staples goes as far as to 
extrapolate that Ebony in the 1950s was an enterprise that ‘encouraged African-
Americans to remake themselves as white’ (Staples, 11 August 2019, n.p.).

Fading Out

Dorothy Dandridge was an active member of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Coloured People and had an ambition to transcend stereo-
types in her career as a serious actor. Despite this, her rise to prominence in the 
1950s mired her in the US’s outdated attitudes to race, a problem that proved 
impossible to surmount, condemning her to be a star defined and confined by 
her race. Marguerite Rippy concludes that:

Dandridge was destroyed first by a media obsession with reproducing com-
modification of white femininity on a Black body and second by the desire 
to sample Black exoticism without having to confront the national history 
of exploitation and violence that accompanied that body. (2001, 179) 

The realisation of this is the opposition that lies in her promotion by Ebony 
as a glamourous light-skinned Black role model living the Hollywood lifestyle 
with her white husband (as epitomised by the June 1962 cover story ‘The  
Private World of Dorothy Dandridge’), set against her invisibility to young 
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white women in the Hollywood fan magazines, while at the same time being 
promoted as the risqué, sexy Carmen Jones in the mainstream white press.9 The 
full irony of this, as Nelly Furman notes, is apparent in a close examination of 
Carmen Jones, where rather than a one-dimensional sex bomb we are in fact 
presented with Carmen ‘buying food, cooking, brushing Joe’s pants and shoes: 
in short she is portrayed as a woman with domestic qualities, sensitive, and 
generous, who sacrifices herself for her man’ (Furman 2005, 128). While it is 
true that Carmen is impulsive and concerned with her own libido, and there is 
misdirection in her characterisation, such as in the way she is set up as a femme 
fatale, my reading is that for the most part Carmen is indeed caring, kind and 
devoted, and it is only her reliance on, in Baldwin’s words, the ‘mumbo jumbo’ 
of superstition (a folksy quirk attributed to many Black characters on screen) 
that initiates her uncharacteristic decision to take up with another man (Baldwin 
[1957] 2017, 53). Furman’s conclusion is that ‘Preminger presents us with a 
Carmen close to being an exemplar of middle-class values of female domestic-
ity and self-abnegation so celebrated during the Eisenhower era’ (Furman 2005, 
128). While this may be seen as an over-simplification which glosses over the 
film’s mixed messages, in many ways Carmen (and Dandridge) are closer to the 
prevailing image of white 1950s femininity than to the barely coded cliché of 
‘fiery beauty and wild allure’ that demarcates the light-skinned Black women, as 
exemplified by Carmen and Dandridge in the public imagination.10

We may see here the connecting thread between Dandridge/Carmen Jones 
and the unmentionable women’s product placed alongside each other in Pho-
toplay, with both indicative of different kinds of subterfuge used to deal with 
taboo issues. The Modess . . . Because campaign which ran from 1948 to the 
1970s sold sanitary products by concealing the message behind high-class fash-
ion imagery, which included dresses by Dior and photographs by Cecil Beaton. 
Dandridge, on the other hand, adopted the trappings of middle-class white 
America but was not able (or willing) to suppress her colour. Thus, while the 
fan magazines were happy to confirm the excellence of Dandridge’s perfor-
mance, they could not see past her colour, or risk discussing it, as this would 
have been as taboo and embarrassing as openly discussing menstruation. Con-
sequently, Dandridge was positioned as ‘other’ and not permitted to extend 
beyond the roles that Black women had traditionally played. As Bogle notes, 
fan magazines in the 1950s ‘went into the homes of young moviegoers around 
America, mostly women’, and their effectual boycotting of Dandridge was a 
‘sign that the vast moviegoing public was not really ready for a Black movie 
star. Or so the industry believed’ (Bogle 1998, 313). The sad conclusion is that 
Dandridge’s invisibility in the US fan magazines, as typified by the February 
1955 issue of Photoplay, was reflected by a lack of quality film offers after 
Carmen Jones, and unhappily after only five further film appearances she pre-
maturely faded away.
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Notes

 1. A race film was a low-budget film made by a Black filmmaker for Black audiences.
 2. A thrush was a female singer with a band, in 1940s American slang.
 3. A Variety gossip column reported ‘Harry Cohn ringsiding at El Rancho Vegas eyeing 

sepia thrush Dorothy Dandridge for possible pic deal’ (Willard 1950, 52).
 4. Leslie Caron, Jane Russell, Ann Miller and Deborah Kerr also received the Lady 

Fair treatment in 1954.
 5. David O Selznick’s two-hour long ‘Light’s Diamond Jubilee’ (Bogle 1998, 301; 

Hirsch 2007, 222).
 6. Dandridge’s coverage in the UK notably included an open articulation about her 

erotic appeal, such as in reader James Shatwell’s letter in Picturegoer: ‘There are no 
words to describe Carmen Jones. One look from Dorothy Dandridge and I melt’ 
(26). Dandridge was also on the cover of Der Stern on 30 October 1955, and Paris 
Match on 30 April 1955. 

 7. The line ‘America’s largest selling movie magazine’ appears above the title on the 
cover; in addition, a tagline on the contents page proclaims that the magazine has 
been ‘Favorite of America’s moviegoers for over forty years’ (2). In her work on fan 
magazine circulation figures, Polley contests some of the claims made by Photoplay. 
She does however find that in 1955 it was the most popular US fan magazine and 
had a 25 per cent share of the market (Polley 2019, 74).

 8. Dandridge does not in fact appear to be mentioned at all by Parsons in any issue of 
Modern Screen.

 9. This was lavishly illustrated with photographs of the star in her Hollywood Hills 
home, and mirrors the kind of fan magazine feature that Dandridge was denied.

10. See the anonymous review of Carmen Jones in Harrison’s Reports (9 October 
1954, 163).
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