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This creative project explores the process of adapting history into a screenplay. 

The project centers on the life and career of Velva G. Darling, a female columnist active 

in the 1920s and ‘30s. Darling achieved success writing a nationally syndicated pro and 

con column and was eventually dubbed both the “modern girl philosopher” and “the 

female Francis Bacon.” By 1933, she had disappeared from the public eye, and her 

name appeared in print for the last time in 1940. This project seeks to investigate the 

construction and performance of Velva’s writer persona, tracing the concept of “self-

branding” from the past to the present. Included is the screenplay, “DARLING” as well 

as an analytical component that explores both the research and writing process, the 

screenplay’s thematic elements, and the project’s significance.  
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Introduction 

Origins of the Project 

The concept for this project first came about in 2014, when I began to think 

seriously about what I hoped to accomplish with my thesis. I knew that I wanted to 

write a screenplay engaging with ideas of femininity and performance and had explored 

a few different possibilities, but I did not truly find my story until I stumbled across 

Andrew Heisel’s 2016 article for Jezebel “Forever 23: The Rapid Rise and Sudden 

Disappearance of Velva Darling, Modern Girl Philosopher.”1 Heisel laid out Velva’s 

meteoric rise and subsequent decline working as a newspaper columnist and media 

figure in a fascinating and well-researched story. Her story raised many questions: How 

had she achieved so much in such a male dominated industry and era? If she had been 

so successful, why had I never heard her name before? What caused her to disappear 

just as suddenly as she had arrived? I set out to learn as much as I could about Velva’s 

life and accomplishments.  

Velva Darling was born in 1901 to parents Belle and Seymour Darling. Her 

younger brother was born in 1905, and by 1910 the family had relocated from their 

home in Minnesota to San Luis Obispo, California. Velva’s father achieved success as 

the owner of Darling’s Department Store, and the family appears to have lived a 

comfortable lifestyle. Velva attended Stanford at a time when female enrollment was 

limited to just 500. She initially chose to major in Law, but switched to English after 

                                                        
1 Andrew Heisel. “Forever 23: The Rapid Rise and Sudden Disappearance of Velva Darling, Modern Girl Philosopher.” 

Pictorial, Gizmodo Media Group, 14 Sept. 2016 
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she was caught writing papers for fellow students.2 On October 8, 1924, Velva became 

the school’s first female columnist when she launched “The Law Steps” on the front 

page of The Daily Palo Alto.3  

Velva’s writing career continued to flourish after graduation. She covered the 

1925 Santa Barbara earthquake, “getting a scoop on the disaster by commandeering the 

first long distance telephone wire put up after the catastrophe.”4 From there, Velva was 

offered a place at William Randolph Hearst’s Los Angeles Examiner where she began 

writing regular features.5 In 1926, she introduced “Sometimes I Think Yes, But 

Sometimes I Think No,” a pro and con column that would become her signature work.6 

By 1927, she had signed a $100 per week contract and her writing was being nationally 

syndicated.7 By 1931, she had penned a screenplay and flew cross-country with aviator 

Charles Lindbergh. She had received a book contract, a recording contract, a contract 

for a radio show and a vaudeville act.8 By 1933, Velva G. Darling had disappeared from 

the public eye, and her name appeared in print for the last time in 1940.9 

Her story prompted me to consider difficult questions of image, control, and 

commodification. It seemed clear that Velva’s success was predicated on her public 

persona as a flapper; she was most often billed as an “modern girl philosopher,”10 “a 

                                                        
2 Heisel. 
3 Velva G. Darling. “The Law Steps.” The Daily Palo Alto, 8 Oct. 1924, p. 1. 

4 “Here’s Fascinating Girl Who Writes New Features.” Santa Cruz News, 7 Sept. 1929, p. 6. 

5 Heisel. 

6 Heisel. 

7 Heisel. 

8 Heisel. 

9 Heisel. 
10 John S. Daggett. “Saga of Women Will Go On Air.” Los Angeles Times, 10 Oct. 1930, p. A20. 
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female Francis Bacon”11 and the voice of a modern, newly liberated generation of 

women. One paper advertised her column as “modern youth through the eyes of 

youth!”12 Velva was known for her frank opinions and her ability to argue both sides of 

any issue, no matter how serious—or how ridiculous. But references to Velva’s 

outspoken intellect were always paired with a seemingly obligatory focus on her looks 

and age. One 1928 piece raved: “Velva understands the flapper as no one else in the 

world does. That’s because she’s a flapper herself—and incidentally, a mighty pretty 

one.”13 The article went on to promote her work—a syndicated pro/con column and a 

flapper series later adapted into a screenplay—concluding: “all of which goes to prove 

that, despite the assertions of scientists and woman-haters, beauty and brains ARE 

sometimes combined!”14 

This emphasis on Velva’s identity as a “modern girl” can partially be attributed 

to the spirit of the era in which Velva came of age. During the first World War, women 

who had previously been confined labor within the home stepped up to take on the work 

necessary to support the war effort. With all able-bodied men sent away in service to 

their country, women took on professional duties outside the family structure in 

unprecedented numbers. After the war’s end, many of these women struggled against 

the expectation that they would simply return to the comparatively confining reality of 

their pre-war lives. Out of this resistance, the concept of the “modern woman” was 

born. Women of the 1920s considered themselves liberated and refused to lose the 

ground they had gained in their men’s absence. This sense of liberation created a strong 

                                                        
11 “Here’s Fascinating Girl.” 

12 “Young Writer to Chat With Boys, Girls on Problems.” Oakland Tribune, 7 July 1929, p. A9. 

13 International Illustrated News, “Even the License is “22 Too”!” Shamokin Dispatch, 8 Mar. 1928, p. 10. 

14 International Illustrated News. 
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generational identification among women who came of age in the postwar context, and 

this generational identity provides some explanation for the persistent emphasis on 

Velva’s modernity. Author Birgitte Søland has investigated the radical reconstruction of 

womanhood that occurred in this postwar moment. Although Søland is particularly 

interested looking at this transformation within a European context, her findings 

regarding this sense of collective identity appear highly applicable to the experience of 

American women as well: 

The strong generational identification among women who came of age in 
the postwar decade is particularly evident in their contributions to public 
discourse, in interviews with journalists, for example, and in letters to 
newspaper and magazine editors and responses to surveys and opinion 
polls, individuals frequently chose to speak as representatives of a 
cohesive group, peppering their language with phrases such as “young 
girls like us,” “we young girls” and “our generation.” While such 
collective language may well have been adopted for the occasion to give 
personal claims more weight and significance, other evidence also 
suggests a remarkably strong generational awareness and identification. 
When asked many years later to recall their youth in the 1920s, women 
still tended to answer questions about their own lives using “we” rather 
than “I.”15  

Velva’s identity as a “modern girl” appealed to a whole generation of women who 

defined themselves through these collective ideas of liberation and modernity. 

Despite her “modern girl” identity, Velva’s achievements were in many ways 

built on the image of the palatable revolutionary. She was bold, but not too bold. 

Although she argued for women’s rights, she could always sympathize with her 

detractors. Above all, she maintained a persona that emphasized her youth and beauty 

just as much as her skill behind a typewriter. This duality caused me to question who 

this “modern girl philosopher” persona truly benefitted. How did this public image 

                                                        
15 Birgitte Søland. Becoming Modern : Young Women and the Reconstruction of Womanhood in the 1920s. Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton UP, 2000, 14. 
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come about and who controlled it? To what extent were her abilities and looks 

commodified, and who stood to gain from it? Velva was certainly an active participant 

in her own success, and it’s clear that she profited from playing along, but what was the 

cost? What were the perils of the Velva G. Darling brand? These questions guided my 

research and the resulting screenplay is one attempt at addressing them. Ultimately, I 

found that the answers were not clear-cut—both Hearst and Velva benefitted from her 

eternally youthful persona, for instance—but I believe that in constructing and enacting 

the “modern girl philosopher” brand, Velva was obliged to continually manage her 

emotions and behavior, engaging in a kind of emotional labor that women are often 

compelled to take on as a requisite of professional success. I will return to this idea later 

within the context of a longer history of self-branding. 

Questions of self and commodification remain relevant today, in a society which 

places increasing value on personal branding, curation of identity and maintenance of a 

particular “presence”—primarily online. Though initially intended as social tools to 

connect peers, carefully managed profiles on sites like Instagram, Twitter, and 

Facebook are increasingly essential to one’s professional success. Employers have 

grown cognizant of potential employees’ digital “brands,” and often examine 

candidates’ social media presence and other online activity before moving forward in 

the hiring process.16 For others, social media has grown beyond a tool of employment to 

become the means of employment itself; content creators on sites such as Instagram and 

YouTube have found ways to monetize their profiles—with a select few achieving 

                                                        
16 David. G. Jensen. “Building Your Personal Brand.” Science Magazine, American Association for the Advancement of 

Science, 14 Sept. 2016. 
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astounding financial success.17 Although Velva’s work and persona existed in a very 

specific cultural moment, I believe her story continues to resonate in the modern era. 

The methods and means have changed, but the challenges of establishing a personal 

“brand” remain. I believe this is especially true for women, even more so for those who 

live and work in the public eye.  

 

Project Objectives 

Before beginning work on this project, I had never heard of Velva G. Darling. 

Although she experienced quite a lot of success in her lifetime—signing book deals, 

penning a screenplay, and even flying cross country with famed pilot Charles 

Lindbergh—her name and career have essentially been lost with time. In one way, I saw 

this thesis as an opportunity to explore the forgotten story of a fascinating woman who 

used her intelligence, ambition, and her appeal to stake her claim in an overwhelmingly 

male-dominated industry. The facts of Velva’s life alone make it a story worth telling, 

but her struggle to succeed against forces much larger than herself make it a compelling 

and cinematic narrative. 

In addition to telling Velva’s story and exploring the challenges of maintaining a 

public persona, this project offered the opportunity to push myself to develop a thesis 

that was both creative and based in historical research. Dramatizing Velva’s career 

allowed me to refine my skills as a screenwriter and my abilities as a researcher as well. 

Learning about Velva was surprising and frequently challenging—I was even afforded 

the chance to perform independent archival research for the first time. This thesis 
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project allowed me to engage not only the academic skills I’ve practiced over the last 

four years but the creative ones too. I believe that creative projects located at this 

intersection of art and academics are an essential and somewhat neglected aspect of the 

Honors College experience. This thesis project was designed as a reflection of the most 

meaningful learning experiences of my undergraduate career. 

I felt that it was important to dramatize Velva’s story in a screenplay. Although 

her life would still be fascinating in any form, I saw this as an opportunity to showcase 

a woman’s achievements, written in a woman’s voice. In a moment in which women 

make up only 7% of top directors and only 13% of writers, I believe it is important to 

prioritize not only women’s stories but women as storytellers too.18 According to a 

recent study, 2016 saw a 2% decrease in women’s involvement in film, down from 19% 

in 2015 to just 17% last year.19 This inequality is not limited to roles behind the camera, 

it persists in front of the lens as well. A recent study surveyed 700 of the top-grossing 

films from 2007-2014 and found that only 30.2% of speaking characters were women.20 

Just 11% of these films featured gender-balanced casts or casts in which girls and 

women filled roughly half of the speaking roles.21 Although Hollywood has made 

important strides towards equality in recent years, it is important to continue fostering 

marginalized voices and making space for stories inspired and created by people of 

color, members of the LGBTQ community, and women. Seeing a diversity of identities 

and experiences played out onscreen serves to empower new and rising voices. As a 

                                                        
18 Gregg Kilday. “Study: Female Filmmakers Lost Ground in 2016.” Hollywood Reporter, 12 Jan. 2017, 

19 Kilday. 

20 Stacy L. Smith, et al. “Inequality in 700 Popular Films: Examining Portrayals of Gender, Race, and LGBT Status from 2007-

2014.” Media, Diversity, and Social Change Initiative, USC Annenberg, p. 1. 

21 Smith 1. 
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female writer, I hope to not only call attention to Velva’s story, but to the widespread 

need to both produce and preserve women’s work.  

I kept my initial set of questions in mind throughout the course of my work: 

How did Velva’s public image come to be and who controlled it? Who benefitted from 

her abilities? What were the drawbacks of maintaining this manufactured image? I 

ultimately came to see Velva as both an agent and a product of her own success. A 

significant part of her job was to sell the idea of herself, and so the “modern girl 

philosopher” was born. In addition to the promotional labor that Velva performed to sell 

this flapper image—such as appearing at events and endorsing products—she engaged 

in a kind of emotional labor as well, a manipulation of emotion and behavior that served 

to put others at ease and allow her entry into the male-dominated space of print media. 

Although Velva participated in and benefitted from the commodification of her 

“modern girl” personality, she was also obligated to perform a sort of emotional labor in 

enacting this persona. Though male publishers, editors, and managers may have also 

benefitted from Velva’s success, they did not have to carefully control their emotions 

and behavior in the same way that she did. In many ways, Velva functioned as an agent 

of her own commodification. Although this sort of self-branding and promotion is often 

thought of as a recent concept, a result of the digital era, Velva’s story demonstrates the 

historical and enduring nature of this sort of promotional labor.  
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Section 1: The Research Process 

Sources and Research Obstacles 

This project represents my first effort to write a creative work based in historical 

fact. Although I have written both research essays and fictional creative pieces, I have 

never undertaken a project that combines both in this way. I embarked on the research 

phase with an open mind, and my process was largely an inductive one. I began by 

consulting knowledgeable authorities, including Elizabeth Peterson, Humanities 

Librarian and Curator of Moving Images at The University of Oregon; Andrew Heisel, 

the writer of “Forever 23,” the article that had first sparked my interest in Velva’s life 

story; and Rick Marcus, Velva’s surviving son. Ms. Peterson and Mr. Heisel were 

incredibly helpful in connecting me with resources that helped to fill out my 

understanding of Velva’s career. Mr. Heisel was also able to put me in touch with Mr. 

Marcus, with whom he had already established a relationship. Coincidentally, Mr. 

Marcus lives in Eugene, and I hoped to obtain his permission before pursuing the 

project. Mr. Marcus not only gave me his blessing, but made himself available to 

answer questions about Velva’s life. Ultimately, because I chose to focus on Velva’s 

writing career—a period which occurred before Mr. Marcus’s birth and about which he 

has limited knowledge—I chose to rely primarily on a combination of her writing and 

the historical record.  

Mr. Marcus had limited access to his mother’s writing because most of her own 

collection, including scrapbooks of her columns and personal letters, was destroyed in a 
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1972 earthquake.22 Of course, this loss became an obstacle in my own research as well. 

Although much of Velva’s published writing had turned out to be surprisingly 

accessible, I had almost no way to read any of her private correspondence. This meant 

that I only had access to Velva’s public persona, which presented a major challenge to 

my work. I did not feel that I could accurately represent Velva’s internal experience 

without reading her unedited, unpublished thoughts. It became necessary to locate some 

scrap of personal writing, whether it was diaries, letters or notes, that would grant me 

some insight not only into Velva as a public figure, but as a private person. 

Archival Research 

The solution to this problem came with some digging. I searched online for 

archival collections that might include anything related to Velva and found that UC 

Berkeley’s Bancroft Library was in possession of a box of Velva’s letters as a part of 

their William Randolph Hearst collection. With Dr. Elizabeth Raisanen’s help, I 

decided to apply for a CHC Thesis Grant in order to fund a trip to see the collection. In 

May of 2017, I traveled to Berkeley and viewed their collection of Velva’s 

correspondence. These letters were all addressed to either William Randolph Hearst or 

his assistants, and so they were kept as a part of their larger collection of Hearst’s 

papers. In total, there were about thirty items in the collection. In addition to the letters, 

there were newspaper clippings, telegrams and a few photos. Poring over these 

documents allowed me to experience a whole new side of Velva, not just her 

professional persona, but her personal ambition and charm. Working with these 

materials enriched the quality of my project many times over and provided the 

                                                        
22 Heisel. 



 

11 
 

foundation for many of the smaller “episodes” which ultimately came to make up the 

larger narrative of the screenplay. 

Working with the Bancroft’s materials also provided insight into Velva’s 

relationship with Hearst and the performance of her public persona. In one 1927 letter, 

Velva writes to Hearst regarding an offer she’s received from Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 

Studios. Though she is tempted by the offer, she emphasizes her loyalty to Hearst and 

his organization. She writes about her own success with a certain sense of detachment, 

almost as if the ‘writer’ Velva functions separately from herself. “The most important 

and valuable asset I have is the name I am making for myself in my newspaper and 

magazine writing,” Velva explains, “under no conditions would I be willing to give up 

any portion of this.”23 “I will be very glad to come down and talk with you personally in 

regard to this matter,” she concludes, “for I don’t want you to misunderstand my 

motives which are all in the interest of the organization that has put Velva G. Darling on 

the literary map.”24 She often refers to herself in the third-person in these letters, 

suggesting a sort of disconnect between her private and public selves. This sense of 

division had a significant influence on my portrayal of Velva within the script. In scenes 

such as the publicity shoot with her illustrator Kay Hall, I aimed to show a difference 

between her behavior within the public eye and out of it. 

                                                        
23 Correspondence from Velva Darling to William Randolph Hearst, 10 Apr. 1927, William Randolph Hearst Papers, BANC 

MSS 77/121 c., Courtesy The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

24 Correspondence from Velva Darling to William Randolph Hearst, 10 Apr. 1927. 
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Section 2: Adapting History 

Truth and Meaning 

The process of adapting history into a creative work has presented many 

challenges. Although Velva achieved a certain degree of acclaim as both a writer and a 

public personality, there has been no concentrated effort to preserve her personal 

writing and records. This left my account of her life’s work with a fair number of 

gaps—places where I could not account for her feelings or actions. Finding creative 

ways to reckon with these gaps quickly became a central part of the work. I wanted to 

honor Velva’s life in an honest way and, to me, that meant accepting these unknowns as 

a part of her larger story. While I have worked hard to craft a coherent narrative, I did 

not feel obligated to fill in every blank. It seemed most authentic to embrace these gaps 

and find a way to make them a strength of the project rather than a deficit.  

I began to think of this dilemma in terms of ‘truth’ and ‘meaning.’ I hoped to 

evoke an emotional response in my audience by creating meaning but I also strove to 

honor Velva’s life in an honest way, by showing the truth of her world. Within this 

framework, I thought of ‘meaning’ as the story’s message, a takeaway that viewers 

could understand and relate to, while ‘truth’ represented the historical reality of that 

story—the concrete and known facts. For instance, I know that Velva began writing for 

The Daily Palo Alto in 1924 after being expelled from Stanford’s law program—a 

truth—but the meaning of this changes if she applied to the paper to spite the law school 

or because she discovered a new passion for writing.25 Quite often I knew what Velva 

did but not precisely why or how. In filling these gaps, I relied on my research and 

                                                        
25 Velva G. Darling, “The Law Steps,” The Daily Palo Alto, 8 Oct. 1924, p. 1. 
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strove to stay true to the factual record while simultaneously telling a larger story about 

Velva’s character and struggle. 

Structure and Genre 

Ultimately, these narrative gaps came to shape the structure of the script in a 

dramatic way, as I decided to pursue a fragmentary story structure. When I began 

outlining the script I struggled to choose between a more traditional narrative structure 

or a more complicated one that moved between several significant moments in Velva’s 

life. Screenwriting master Robert Mckee defines classical story design as: “a story built 

around an active protagonist who struggles against primarily external forces of 

antagonism to pursue his or her desire, through continuous time, within a consistent and 

causally connected fictional reality, to a closed ending of absolute irreversible 

change.”26 Though my script does contain the majority of these elements, it does not 

conform to a conventional three-act structure taking place in continuous time. This 

episodic structure initially appeared more daunting, however, it also felt like my best 

chance to capture both the story’s truth and its meaning. I decided that this would be the 

most effective way to present the narrative, and began working on how to construct it.  

I strongly considered using a frame narrative to structure the film. At first, I 

intended to begin and end with an interview scene, setting the stage for Velva to tell her 

own tale, but in the end, it seemed that this strategy might only serve to confuse the 

story due to the amount of exposition and set-up it would require within the constraints 

of my short script.  Ultimately, I chose to focus on a handful of years spanning the rise 

and fall of Velva’s writing career. I wanted to present one major incident or event from 

                                                        
26 Robert McKee. Story. Itbooks, HarperCollins Publishers, 1997, p. 45. 
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each year, stringing them all together to create a larger story exploring the construction 

and eventual disintegration of Velva’s “modern girl” persona. This structure offered the 

ability to jump time, but in an organized way so as not to confuse the story’s timeline. 

Secondly, it allowed me to include a range of moments that were fundamental to the 

evolution of Velva’s public persona without being restricted to one particular moment 

in her career. Lastly, this narrative structure embraced the historical gaps I had 

encountered and made them an essential aspect of the story’s form. My research into 

Velva’s incredible life demonstrated just how difficult it is to truly capture the 

complexities of a person’s life onscreen; this episodic structure offered a way to 

reconstruct Velva’s life and work without attempting to collapse it into an 

oversimplified narrative. 

Robert McKee’s book Story, a thorough guide to the screenwriting process, was 

instrumental to the process of planning, writing and revising this script. I also 

referenced Linda Cowgill’s Writing Short Films and Pat Cooper and Ken Dancyger’s 

Writing the Short Film to articulate the specific challenges and strengths of the short as 

a filmic mode. These books were particularly useful in conceptualizing the structure of 

my story, and they offered concrete guidance of a process that is often regarded as 

intangible and mysterious. McKee’s writing on genre, as well as story design, beats and 

controlling ideas were all essential to this project. These concepts helped tremendously 

to clarify my intentions and categorize the film in terms of genre and structure.  

I eventually came to realize that I was attempting to write a biopic that was also 

a short film, an idea that seemed to contradict itself. A central challenge of the project 

was to find a way of telling Velva’s story effectively and accurately within the short 
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form. I did not believe that I could adequately craft an entire feature film within the 

timeframe of this thesis project. Instead, I opted to work within the mode of the short 

film—wherein the narrative unfolds over a more condensed period of time, usually 

structured around one act rather than three. Although I didn’t initially set out to write a 

strictly biographical film, as I learned more about Velva’s life I became convinced that 

this is what the project should be. Rather than focus on one particular moment in 

Velva’s career, I wanted to show the longer arc of the “modern girl philosopher” 

persona—how it was created, enacted, and eventually cast aside. A conflict arose 

between the condensed form I chose to work in, and the complexity of the story I chose 

to tell. 

I felt that the best solution would be to present the story as a series of vignettes, 

rather than as a straightforward biography beginning at birth and ending at death. I 

chose to clearly mark each year at the beginning of each of the script’s “chapters” so as 

not to confuse the audience’s perception of time. Each chapter functioned as a narrative 

microcosm, all adding together to show her larger journey from budding reporter to 

retired flapper columnist. McKee’s writing also helped me to complicate my sense of 

genre—Velva’s story is essentially a tragedy, but it is also a biopic and a coming of age 

story. McKee explains genre conventions as a source of inspiration; they allow writers 

to anticipate audience expectations. Once they become familiar with conventions, the 

writer learns to avoid clichés by alternately satisfying and subverting these 

expectations.27 In becoming acquainted with the conventions of both the biopic and the 

tragedy, I worked to both reward and challenge my audience. For instance, I did not 

                                                        
27 McKee 91. 
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want my script’s ending to suggest that Velva had nothing left after retiring from public 

life. Although it was sad to see her stop writing, she found new purpose in family life 

and her role as wife and mother. I wanted my audience to feel the weight of her career’s 

end, but to also find the joy of her life’s new phase.  
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Section 3: Modern Connections 

The Self, The Brand  

A huge component of Velva’s success as a columnist was due to the careful 

management of her image as a modern flapper. Articles about her made frequent 

mention of her youth, beauty, and authenticity as the voice of a modern generation. In 

February of 1930, The Oakland Tribune described Velva as “the youngest girl whose 

writings are syndicated all over America.”28 “She is only 23,” the piece continues, “but 

she has a following that may be envied by some of the graybeards among the writing 

philosophers.”29 This colorful write-up was accompanied by a photo of Velva three 

times larger than the article itself. At the time of this piece’s publication, Velva was 28 

years old—she’d be 29 in four months. By this point, she had been lying about her age 

for several years in an attempt to hang on to her fiercely-won girlish persona. The same 

Tribune piece touted her relatability (“Miss Darling is a college graduate [. . .] but that 

doesn’t make her a bit high-hat”) and her good looks (“If ever there’s a genius beauty 

contest, Velva Darling ought to walk off with the big silver bathing beach without any 

cries of “Foul!” from the sidelines”).30 Over the course of my research I found several 

similar articles, all in different words but promoting the same image of Velva as an 

eternally youthful, precociously wise, shockingly beautiful writer of “modern youth” 

columns.  

Velva’s career was built on such fanfare. She worked tirelessly to promote her 

writer persona, dying her bob haircut blonde and continuously shaving years off of her 

                                                        
28 “Youngest Girl Philosopher Tells How the World Goes ‘Round.” Oakland Tribune, 2 Feb. 1930.  

29 “Youngest Girl Philosopher.”  

30 “Youngest Girl Philosopher.” 
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true age. Although she was employed primarily for her written perspectives on youth 

and femininity, Velva took on a host of other responsibilities—from judging beauty 

pageants to advertising portable typewriters—that all functioned to validate her identity 

and therefore her work.  

Some of these responsibilities, such as the careful maintenance of her 

appearance, behavior, and eternal sense of youthfulness, were both completely invisible 

and completely essential to her success. She performed this identity in order to be 

accepted and supported by the almost exclusively male gatekeepers of her industry. In 

this way, the perpetuation of her “modern girl” persona functioned as a kind of 

emotional labor—a concept that sociologist Arlie Hochschild coined in 1979 to describe 

a form of labor that “requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the 

outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others.”31 As a public 

figure, Velva was constantly performing this kind of labor by carefully managing 

others’ perception of her.  

This project’s concern with emotional labor and the construction of the public 

persona continues to be relevant in a modern context, from the service industry to media 

and entertainment. The enduring pressures of image curation and maintenance have 

only increased in the Internet age. An engaging online presence can cause friends, fans, 

and strangers to feel entitled to not only one’s public persona, but private life as well. 

“Behind the scenes” glimpses into the lives of public figures create an expectation of 

consistency and flawlessness. We expect people to live up to the image they project at 

all times. In a 2017 article exploring the phenomenon of “self-branding,” BBC reporter 

                                                        
31 Arlie Russell Hochschild. The Managed Heart, Twentieth Anniversary Edition, University of California Press, 2003, p. 7. 
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Jessica Holland noted “[the] emphasis on presenting a strong public image is especially 

pronounced in these uncertain economic times; a growing, fiercely competitive “gig 

economy” has made digital profiles a crucial part of grabbing work opportunities.”32 

With freelancing on the rise, individuals are increasingly dependent on their “brand” as 

a requisite of productive employment.  

For some, self-branding is not only the means of landing a job but the job itself. 

For online “content creators,” including video bloggers, lifestyle writers and online 

media performers, the content they produce for profit is often inseparable from 

themselves. Scholar Melita Zajc has explored “the creation of user-generated content in 

social media as an economic process.”33 In her work, she examines the duality of 

content creation and consumption and this creative identity as a form of both 

participation in and resistance to existing economic structures.34 As creation of original 

media content becomes increasingly digitized, definitions of labor have had to be 

expanded. Although creation of user-generated content, or UGC, has been definitively 

classified as a form of labor, Zajc notes that “contemporary explorations of social media 

have mostly been structured along the distinction between the creation of UGC as an 

economic process and as a social process.”35 Participants act on both economic and 

social motives, blurring the line between labor and social practice.36 Although she lived 

and worked in a much different era, Velva often occupied this dual space as well. Her 

                                                        
32 Jessica Holland. “The Case Against Personal Brands.” BBC, 23 July 2017. 

33 Melita Zajc. "The Social Media Dispositive and Monetization of User-Generated Content." Information Society, vol. 31, no. 

1, Jan/Feb2015, pp. 61-67. EBSCOhost, p. 61. 

34 Zajc 61. 

35 Zajc 61. 

36 Zajc 61. 
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attempts to charm and befriend powerful men, such as William Randolph Hearst and 

Paul Bern, can be attributed to both social and economic motives. 

As methods of online self-branding have become more technologized and 

intensive, individuals have stepped up to voice their concerns about the burden of self-

commodification. Author and Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg displays a surprising 

degree of skepticism towards branding and self-promotion, considering her integral role 

at one of the world’s most popular social networks. Sandberg asserts: “Crest has a 

brand. Perrier has a brand. People are not that simple. When we are packaged, we’re 

ineffective and inauthentic.”37 Author Jessica Holland also highlights the sense of burn-

out experienced by creators who slave to maintain an online presence, noting the 

“enormous pressure” that comes along with “creating a “perfect” personal brand.”38  

According to Illana Gershon, an associate professor of anthropology, the all-hours 

nature of social media branding “introduces a new way of constantly policing yourself. 

It forces you to be more instrumental about your personal life, seeing yourself as a 

perpetually performing for a business-driven gaze.”39  

Articles like Holland’s suggest that personal branding is a new concept, unique 

to the digital age, but my exploration of the past suggests just the opposite. My 

investigation into the life and work of Velva Darling affirms that self-branding is 

anything but a new phenomenon. Velva and a team of others—including her lawyers, 

professional allies, and the authors of the countless puff pieces that appeared in papers 

across the nation promoting her image and her work—worked tirelessly to refine and 

                                                        
37 Holland. 

38 Holland. 

39 Holland. 
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promote an idealized version of Velva herself. Though the means have changed, the 

pressure to create and maintain a “perfect” brand as a requisite of professional success 

largely has not. Velva created a professional persona and she stuck to it, even going so 

far as to sign some letters written to Hearst: “Most sincerely and admiringly, one of the 

youngest of the Hearst staff, Velva.”40 She attached a small headshot to at least one 

such letter.41 Publicity pieces branding her as a “modern girl philosopher”42 and a 

“female Francis Bacon”43 appeared often and nationwide. She frequently appeared at 

events and gave speeches “in character” as an authority on the modern girl, including 

one wherein she debated herself on the topic of appropriate hemlines.44 Although the 

burnout and alienation associated with the sort of intense, social media-driven self-

branding that we experience today may prompt it to adapt, this does not necessarily 

indicate a “death knell,” as Holland suggests, but rather a continuation, as we have seen 

in the past.45  

One explanation for the endurance of this kind of intensive self-branding is the 

increasingly precarious state of labor. Historically, precarious labor and emotional work 

has been designated along overwhelmingly gendered lines. It is women who are often 

expected to perform “the work of care”—forms of labor dependent on “moral 

knowledge [and] the sense of concern for others.”46 As noted by political scholar Estelle 

                                                        
40 Correspondence from Velva Darling to William Randolph Hearst, 4 June 1927, William Randolph Hearst Papers, BANC 

MSS 77/121 c., Courtesy The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 
41 Correspondence from Velva Darling to William Randolph Hearst, 4 June 1927. 
42 Daggett. 

43 “Here’s Fascinating Girl.” 

44 “Girl Writer For Tribune Visits Oakland,” Oakland Tribune, 10 Jan. 1930, p. 5. 

45 Holland. 
46 Estelle Ferrarese. "Precarity of Work, Precarity of Moral Dispositions: Concern for Others in the Era of "Emotional" 

Capitalism." Women's Studies Quarterly 45.3/4 (2017): 183.  
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Ferrarese, the labor of caring is “devoid of rights, resources, and protections 

guaranteeing a form of social security.”47 “In short,” Ferrarese writes, “it ensures the 

performance of precarious work.”48 Although precarious labor has traditionally been 

feminized in this sense, the rise of freelancing has spread this insecurity to include 

young people of all genders. Media industries in particular have experienced a shift 

away from more traditionally stable modes of employment towards this individual-

driven model. Within journalism, financial crises and increasing digitization have paved 

the way for what Professor Nicole S. Cohen identifies as “entrepreneurial journalism.”49 

She notes that while this spirit is often embodied in the “venture capital-backed start-up 

whiz”—the overwhelmingly male founders of media outlets such as FiveThirtyEight 

and Vox—it is also apparent in the “more marginalized, feminized end of the media 

worker spectrum: the growing pool of freelance journalists, or solo operators living by 

selling bits and pieces of work.”50 Thanks to economic challenges, ever-changing 

consumer demands and widespread technological advancement, many young people 

now face increasingly precarious modes of employment. The rapid spread of this 

traditionally feminized form of labor might provide us with one explanation as to the 

enduring practice of personal branding and self-promotion. 

                                                        
47 Ferrarese 187. 

48 Ferrarese 187. 
49 Nicole S. Cohen. "Entrepreneurial Journalism and the Precarious State of Media Work." South Atlantic Quarterly 114.3 

(2015): 513.  

50 Cohen 514. 
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Conclusion 

Researching and writing this screenplay has been one of the most challenging 

and rewarding endeavors of my academic career. I encountered many hurdles over the 

course of the project, but coming up with creative and viable solutions turned out to be 

some of the most meaningful parts of the process. From research obstacles to building 

believable characters, writing Velva’s story continuously pushed me to become both a 

smarter student and a more adept writer. Although there were times I wished I had 

chosen a more traditional path, I am incredibly proud of what I have produced with this 

project and eternally grateful to everyone who supported and guided me through the 

process. 

With this project, I hope to shed light not only on the neglected career of Velva 

Darling, but to explore perpetually relevant questions of identity and presentation. My 

research into her life suggests that the kind of self-branding and promotion of identity 

that often think of as a result of technology is in fact a continuation of a much larger 

history. I hope that this project will in some small way serve to highlight the need to 

preserve the histories of women, which are often neglected or purposefully erased from 

the record. I hope that it will remind audiences of the importance of amplifying 

marginalized voices within media production, and building on their strengths and 

abilities rather than trying to force them into a mold that doesn’t fit. I hope that the 

future will hold more space for a diversity of storytellers at every level of the 

filmmaking process. 
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Appendix 

 
Velva G. Darling – Oakland Tribune 

 
“First Woman on New U.S. Air Flight” artist’s sketch and portrait of Velva  

– Oakland Tribune 
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Poster Advertising Hey Hey Henrietta (1928) 

 
Velva Darling (right) and illustrator Kay Hall – Oakland Tribune 
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“Sometimes I Think Yes, But Sometimes I Think No” by Velva G. Darling,  

illustrated by Kay Hall 

 
1925 Santa Barbara earthquake – Los Angeles Times 
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