
 
 
 

The Enduring Legacy of Pulp Fiction Magazines 

 

Pulp Fiction magazines, so called because they were printed on inexpensive high-acid-content 

paper pulp, flourished from the 1920s to 1950s in UK, Germany and USA. The period saw 

extreme economic and political upheaval, and pulp magazines were not exempt from being 

influenced by this. Writers allowed their imagination free rein in describing the aftermath of war, 

but this also became intertwined with popular fears around dissolution of traditional gender 

roles. Women’s bodies became visual tools for representing the frustration of the moment and 

the magazines thus turned into devices for reinforcing patriarchal rule. Analysis of the 

magazine’s aesthetic and conceptual evolution can demonstrate how these magazines formed 

a basis upon which many other forms of contemporary media have drawn, in often surprising 

ways, and thus have continued to reinforce the aesthetic and the misogyny of the pulp 

magazines.  

 

In the 20s, pulps were ready for when soldiers returned from World War 1, seeking a break from 

brutal trench warfare. They wanted to have fun, and the ‘roaring 20s’ delivered in style. Mostly 

aimed at a male audience, pulp magazines consolidated their form as short (128-page average) 

erotic stories, with some 150 different titles. They spanned the full spectrum of 16 genres, from 

romance, sports, western, detective, science fiction, horror, and military, but all with the aim of 

stirring the imaginations and satisfying a popular thirst for adventure. Full colour printing was at 

this point largely a specialised process, and to keep costs low, images were printed directly 

onto the natural beige colour of the wood pulp sheets with a focus on the nuances in gradations 

of tone, texture, and saturation. Colour was used sparingly; reds, yellows and blues promoting 

excitement and danger. The pages were rough and ready, worn with frayed edges. In 

combination with the prominent ¢10 sticker on the US versions, they presented as cheap, 

kitsch, trashy and disposable. Central female characters began to feature on the covers, often 

seated or reclined on a bed, trussed in fabric, and always looking away or into the distance. 

Their positions submissive, they also seem poised to react to an outside stimulus, implying 

movement as if awaiting the reader. It is this arsenal of aesthetic tools that would, over the next 

decades, become more and more extreme and characteristic of Pulp Fiction Magazines.  

 

 

   

 



 
 
 

 

 

 

From left to right:  

1. The Mad King, All-Story Weekly, 1926, cover design F. W. Small. 

2. Jungle Test, Argosy All-Story Weekly, 1926, written by K. Perkins. 

3. Moors End, All-Story Weekly, 1927, written by J. Helm.  

 

The magazines reached the peak of their popularity during the economic hardships of the Great 

Depression in the 1930s. Due to their low expense, they provided affordable content to the 

masses, and were one of the primary forms of entertainment. They went from a few thousand 

copies per month to over half a million, the most successful pulps selling up to one million 

copies per issue. However, in the mid-30s, as war approached again in Europe, the titles 

became more lurid and extreme to match changing social attitudes. For women, the romance 

pulps got racier, helping to fuel a new sense of female empowerment following their success in 

getting the vote. This brought with it its own backlash, and a very popular sub-genre, ‘Weird 

Menace pulps’, emerged. The images of women featured on these covers became more risqué. 

Nude or scantily clad, often in submissive poses of flagellation or torture with expressions of 

pain, shock or fear, the women’s position as victims was solidified. At the same time the title 

text became bolder, sometimes outlined or paired with a shadow, protruding from the page. Put 

on a slight slant or overlayed, the incongruence of the page caught the reader’s attention, 

mimicking the action of the scene. With colour printing now more widely available, rich blues 

extended across the page, yellows became brighter, and reds, depicting flames or blood, 

became more intense.  



 
 
 

 

 

 

From left to right: 

4. They Drink Blood, Dime Mystery Magazine, 1924, written by Norvell Page. 

5. Bullet From Nowhere, Spicy Detective Stories vol. 2, 1935, written by R. Bellem. 

 

 

The magazine's explicit sexual content increased more or less in line with the introduction of its 

new villains. The national enemy was shifting, and the pulps’ generally racist attitudes quickly 

moved from generic ‘Eastern’ villains and ‘Reds’ in the USA, to the very real menace of the 

Nazis. The wildest, greasiest and most extreme subject matter, ‘the Nazi torture Fiend’, 

outperformed even the sadism of De Sade, whose abridged books sold in the back of many of 

the torture-laden pulps. There is an evident connection between the violence of the war, and 

the increasingly violent sexual imagery portrayed in the pulps.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

By the late 1950s, offset lithography and electronic colour separations meant all pulp 

publishers could print full pages in vibrant colour. With the sheer number of publications being 

distributed weekly, magazines relied on having the most eye-catching covers to sell. The use of 

‘Nazisploitation’ in the 50s and 60s saw the culmination of these attention-grabbing 

techniques. Lurid punchlines and exclamations of different colours filled the pages, wrapping 

round images of Nazis torturing the cover girls. The women’s genitals were often exposed, their 

bodies marked with injuries. This new genre thus represented the reader’s greatest fears and 

desires; damsels so in distress as to become powerless, in need of rescue from the Nazis. This 

allowed readers to enjoy the images extreme sexual violence under the moralistic guise of 

hatred for their enemies.1 Where women in 1920s pulps inevitably escaped their bonds or were 

rescued, in the men’s magazines of the 40s and 50s, the terror-stricken women, trussed and 

helpless, were at the mercy of their captors. Here the theme moved distinctly from erotic and 

consensual bondage into sado-masochism, depicting extreme violence, cruelty and rape.  

 

 

From left to right: 

6. Soft Flesh for the Nazi’s Bloody Butcher of Belsen, New Man Magazine, 1964, Norman Saunders - featuring ‘Self Analysis: 

Are You a Sex Coward? and The Sex Secret No Woman Will Tell You’. 

7. The Torture Techniques of S.S. Captain Rause, Man to Man magazine, USA, 1961 - featuring ‘Abortionists I Have Known’ 

8. The Vice Dolls of Monte Carlo Who Smashed the Nazi Master Plan, New Man Magazine, USA, 1955 - featuring ‘Cry Rape! 

The False Charge That Can Ruin You’ and ‘Tonia, The Shocking Saga of a Los Angeles Gutter Girl’. © The Advertising 

Archives / Bridgeman Images 

 

 
1 Flagellation literature was not always legally considered erotica and so became more widely translated, published, and 
advertised. Consumption was thus justified by dividing the obscene into categories that separated the harmless from the perverse. 
By arguing that what they consumed was little different from that which appeared legally in the wider culture, producers and 
readers of obscene material justified and normalized their own reading of pornography.  
 



 
 
 

 

The aftermath of World War Il also ushered in a new breed of magazine aimed at an audience 

with a different focus. The 50s and 60s were punctuated with concern around what it meant to 

be a man in a post-war world where women were increasingly entering the workplace and were 

striving for sexual emancipation. In postwar America and Britain therefore, working-class men 

depended upon the mass-market magazines for their civilian life-lessons, and the pulps slowly 

morphed into ‘Men’s magazines’. Martin Goodman, an American publisher of pulp magazines, 

was the most prominent writer to take them in this direction (Bachelor, For Men Only, Male, 

Stag and Swank, 1950s).  Goodman founded the comics magazine company Timely Comics in 

1939, going on to become Marvel Comics. A July ‘54 issue of Writer’s Digest encapsulated the 

desired style: “We are principally interested in strong-action picture-stories; man against 

nature, man against beast, man against man. We try to stress the ‘man triumphant’ idea 

whenever possible” (Ellis & Meyer, 2009). It was clear that this included triumph over the new 

‘liberated’ women of the 50s and 60s.  A sample editorial from the April 1959 issue of 

demonstrates this; “It won't take the chroniclers long to figure out why our women started 

straying and prowling. Any garden-variety anthropologist will be able to trace the breakdown of 

the virile male, and the powerful emergence of the neurotic, sex-hungry, and philandering 

female” (Ellis & Meyer, 2009). To bring this fiction into reality, most men magazines began to 

purvey the “true story” whether or not this was accurate. “That was the way things were,” said 

Bruce Jay Friedman, editor of several Man’s Management publications. “We didn’t think twice 

about it” (Parfrey. A, 2015). The magazines thus acted as a guide to breaking free from the new 

gender dynamic and recommended sexual violence as a way to do so. This became evident in 

the titles of the new editions; ‘You Asked for It’, ‘Kill Now, Pay Later’, ‘She’ll Get Hers’, ‘Free and 

Easy’, ‘Play with Me Before I Die’. The covers went from featuring women as victims, with 

villains committing acts of depravity against them, to depicting them as the implied 

perpetrators of these acts. The women are positioned centrally on the cover of the magazines, 

appearing more dominant, with men positioned behind or kneeling down lower to them. They 

are standing or sat upright, dressed in tight fitting clothing and heels, with ‘sultry’ or seductive 

expressions. The colours become more muted and the font more downplayed than in the 

cartoonish Nazi mags, in line with the idea that these are real stories. Instead of taking 

phantasies into lurid territory far away, these editions are much more concerned with the home 

market, the erotic and thrilling possibilities in the everyday. With puns in the subtitles the threat 

of sexual violence remains but is played down, unlike Nazi mags screaming TORTURE in large 

letters. Made subtly jovial, these editions mirrored contemporary fears around the liberated 



 
 
 

women. Their overt sexuality was an indication of their corrupted morality, they are temptresses 

that need to be disciplined and relegated to their submissive position.  

 

 

From left to right: 

9. You Asked for It (Casino Royale), Popular Library, USA, 1955, Ian Fleming.  

10. Kill Now, Pay Later, Dell Magazine, USA, 1960, Robert Kyle – featuring ‘She Had a Glass in One Hand, A Champagne 

Bottle in the Other, And Trouble Splashed All Over Her Luscious Body’. 

11. She’ll Get Hers, Monarch Books, UK, 1960, John Plunkett - featuring ‘She Was Easy to Know and Dangerous to Love’.  

12. Free And Easy, Popular Library, USA, 1959, June Wetherell - featuring ‘Run, Sheep, Run’ and ‘A Turbulent Novel of 

Reckless Youth’.  

 

Surprisingly perhaps the visual legacy of pulp magazines and their motifs has continued across 

the century and these are still evident in different aspects of popular media of today, from 

comics to mainstream films and novels but also video games and pornography. One example is 

the rise of Good Girl Art.2  In 1985, Bill Pearson published ‘Good Girls’ and from 1990–2001, AC 

Comics published 19 issues of Pearson's Good Girl Art Quarterly. Timely Comics, founded in 

1939 but now known as Marvel Comics, also used the good girl aesthetic to create several 

‘superheroines’ such as ‘Yankee girl’, which has now been developed into Superwoman. The 

most recent cover is certainly toned down, Superwoman less voluptuous and hyper sexualised. 

Yet the aesthetic remains; in the use of the US flag colours, in the strong pose she strikes, and 

in the choice of a thin, white, blonde and classically beautiful heroine. 

 

Even the James Bond franchise can be traced back to pulp covers. ‘You Asked for It’, 1955, was 

the title given to the very first paperback version of Ian Fleming’s first Bond book Casino Royale. 

 
2 Illustrations for pulp magazines covers depicting an attractive woman, often undressed and hyper-sexualised, designed for erotic 
stimulation. 



 
 
 

Spin off titles were developed in their hundreds, all utising some iterations of the pulp 

aesthetic. One later title cover described the story as "A superlative thriller. Replete with 

elegant enigmatic women, superb food and service, explosions, torture, and sudden death." All 

the Bond titles now carry the generic disclaimer around the outdated language.3 However, 

despite these contemporary ‘updates’, the covers have continued to feature images in the pulp 

aesthetics even released as recently as 2010.  

 

 

From left to right: 

13. From Russia with Love, Penguin, UK, 2010, cover by Chris Garver.  

14. Good Girl Art Quarterly, Yankee Girl Treats the Femforce, DC Femforce Comics, USA, 1993, Matt Baker. 

15. Supergirl, DC Adventure Comics, USA, 1959. 

16. Supergirl, DC Comics TV, 2018. 

 

Other iterations of the pulp aesthetic include, of course, Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction, 1994. 

His version of a pulp magazine, the film featured the graphic violence, seedy characters and 

seductive temptresses so common in the magazines. Pulp Fiction won the Palme d'Or at the 

1994 Cannes Film Festival and was a major critical and commercial success. The criticism it 

received, however, reflected that which the magazines have since received, especially around 

the glamorisation of violence. Kauffmann of The New Republic felt the way the film had “been 

so widely ravened up and drooled over verges on the disgusting” (Kauffmann. S, 2014).  Giroux 

argues that the film, much like the magazines it was based on, offered viewers “only the 

immediacy of shock, humour, and irony-without-insight” … “It empties violence of any critical 

social consequence” (Giroux. H, 1996).  The film glamorises the aesthetic and its violence but 

also ironises it as in the magazines, making it difficult to criticise. 

 
3 “This book was written at a time when terms and attitudes which might be considered offensive by modern readers were 
commonplace. A number of updates have been made in this edition, while keeping as close as possible to the original text and the 
period in which it is set.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1994_Cannes_Film_Festival


 
 
 

 

Finally, a notable continuation of pulp aesthetics is in the Nazisploitation trope. 4  The pulp’s 

use of Nazisploitation established a pattern for many texts and films that followed. The most 

infamous titles include Love Camp 7 (1969) and Ilsa, She Wolf of the SS (1974). Adult films then 

used Nazi scenarios in a string of sadomasochistic "roughie" pornographic films in the 1970s 

and 1980s. Examples include the Mitchell brothers' Hot Nazis, Hitler's Harlot (1973), and 1980's 

Nazi Love Island (also known as Prisoner of Paradise). The story was largely a remake of Love 

Camp 7, bringing the cycle back to its origins, the promotional poster’s colours and cartoonish 

look fitting right in with pulp publications. In 2007, as part of Rodriguez and Tarantino's tribute 

to exploitation cinema, Grindhouse, created a trailer for a fake film called Werewolf Women of 

the SS, starring Nicolas Cage and Udo Kier. Today we can see the influence of these works in 

the release of video games such as ‘Wolfenstein’; a series of World War II video games 

developed by Muse Software (1994-2012). The games feature motifs shared with the pulp 

magazines, specifically in the character of Irene Engel, a cruel and fanatical high-ranking Nazi 

officer based on Isla.  We see the aesthetic continuity of these mainly in the pose of Isla, 

identical to Supergirl’s and drawing an alarming comparison between the empowered woman 

and the moral implications of this. The images in the background, colours and fonts all 

continuations of pulp aesthetics, the Wolfenstein poster just a glossier, sleeker, ‘Tarantinoed’ 

version of this.   

 

 
4 Nazi exploitation - Nazis committing sex crimes while overseeing camps, following the women in prison genre, with an added 
emphasis on sadism, gore, and sexual violence.  



 
 
 

 

 

From left to right: 

 

17. Love Camp 7, promotional release, Olympic International Films, USA, 1969, R.L. Frost 

18. Isla, She Wolf of the SS, theatrical release poster Cinépix Film Properties, USA, 1975, John C.W. Saxton 

19. Get Your Hands on It! Wolfenstein: The New Order, Sweden, 2014. 

 

The evolution of pulp fiction magazines over the 20th century was deeply intertwined with the 
historical, political and industrial developments of the time. The magazines gained their status 
as some of the most popular and widespread literature in Britain and the US, developing from 
relatively low-key adventure magazines into garish and explicit men’s magazines. The demands 
of consumerism meant that to compete in a saturated market, magazines had to make their 
covers more enticing, more attention-grabbing.  The process of printing onto paper pulp also 
meant their materiality could mirror their content. Trashy, cheap, and kitsch, the editions could 
be disposed of and broken back down into ‘pulp’, just as the women who decorated their 
covers could be disposed of. The evolution was not solely due to the modes of production and 
availability of cheap paper pulp; It was also bound up with changing attitudes towards women. 
It was the two world wars that had an irrefutable impact on the west's definitions of gender.  
Women got caught up in the logic of war – they are the first to be victims of violence, needing to 
be saved thus bolstering masculinity. There was the palpable threat of sexual violence as a 
weapon of warfare projected onto the Nazis, which gave rise to images of women as victims 
thus allowing male readers both to be titillated by the sexual violence, but also project 
themselves as moral instances and saviours. After the War the dynamic changed.  A female 
workforce that had entered the workplace during the war effort was now reluctant to step back 
into the home. The development of the feminist movement over the 60s and 70s, in which the 
legislative victories of the Equal Pay Act in 1963, Title IX in 1972, and Roe v. Wade in 1973 paved 



 
 
 

the way for this liberation and consolidated independence. It seems obvious that in a generation 
of traumatised soldiers coming to grips with their new social footing, still indoctrinated with the 
violence of war, that a patriarchal backlash would follow. It was the demonisation of the 
liberated woman and the extreme sexual violence perpetrated against them, that appealed 
most to this audience, and can be considered this backlash. The influence of these visual 
shorthands is evident in the enduring legacy of the aesthetics which have provided a bedrock 
for contemporary media. The development of Nazisploitation into pornographic films and video 
games; men’s magazines into lurid noirs in which women get their just desserts, and ultimately 
into Marvel comics, and the James Bond film franchise, are only a few examples. It is trough 
analysing he aesthetic of pulp magazines and the way they have been adapted, possibly 
softened but never abandoned, that one can see that these now mainstream manifestations 
cite and continue much more shocking attitudes of the past. Unpacking the evolution of these 
images allows us to see that the apparently harmless images of today in fact belong to a 
tradition which still carries overtones of violence and misogyny. The patriarchal attitudes which 
shaped the images of the past are still present in the images we see today – in the colours, 
fonts, the motifs, the forms and the images. Understanding that allows us to see how these 
attitudes are legitimised and become part of the very fabric of our day-to-day world. It is that 
which allows us to challenge and hopefully, to change them.   
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