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Abstract: During the twentieth century, magazine illustrations were created to advertise 
consumer products or illustrate stories, serialized novels and nonfiction pieces. The modern 
periodical is a product of a commercial culture fueled by the industrial press and the rise of the 
middle class. The illustrations provide evidence of the prevailing social roles, cultural 
expectations, and norms of the eras in which they were produced.  
 
Despite their rich content, the traditional lack of academic interest in these materials has 
rendered these images all but invisible. Recently, however, historians have begun to appreciate 
the academic and aesthetic value of many of these illustrations.  
 
The Dowd Modern Graphic History Library at Washington University in St. Louis features more 
than a quarter million illustrations across its collections, which includes the recently acquired 
Walt Reed Illustration Archive. Over 150,000 works from this archive have been made publicly 
available as part of an award by the Council on Library and Information Resources (CLIR). The 
newly digitized assets have led to many new avenues of cross-disciplinary scholarship including 
addressing complex depictions of race, gender, sexuality, and class.  
 
In 2017, students used the archive to explore specific topics that addressed complicated 
depictions of race published in predominately white, middle-class publications. The students 
addressed many themes: one topic examined how gender and ethnicity was illustrated in 
Collier’s during the 1930s, while another reviewed the problematic undertones of Garrett Price’s 
Whiteboy comics. This poster will specifically highlight how the illustrated periodical is being 
utilized to enrich research practice.  
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