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Introduction



The cover image of this book was taken outside the Paramount Theatre in New York City in October of 1956, weeks before Elvis Presley’s first film, Love Me Tender (Robert D. Webb), was released. The enormous crowds watched as the forty-foot tall figure of Elvis, with guitar in hand, was revealed. This image exemplifies the excitement that greeted Presley’s first cinematic appearance, but it also displays the discord between his music star image and the character he portrayed on-screen. Not only does the marquee only feature Presley’s name, even though he had, at best, a costarring role in the film, but the larger-than-life image is most decidedly promoting Presley, the rock ‘n’ roll star, as opposed to Presley, the film star. It was his first film role and, thus, it is understandable his established stardom as a music star would be publicized, however, the genre, setting, and time period of the film (a Western family drama set in the mid-1800s) are absent from the gigantic image of Presley.

The image is appropriate for the subject of this book because it visually illustrates the difficult transition many music stars have made to the cinema.1 While some have been overly successful in establishing and then maintaining music and film stardom, others have been viewed as spectacular failures unable to equal their stardom in another media. Still others fall somewhere in between with most of the case studies in this book representing stars who achieved moderate success in the cinema, even if for only a short time, but were never able to fully replicate their original stardom in music.

The impetus for this book partly lies in the fact that this type of stardom is often perceived as marginal when in reality2 crossover stardom has an illustrious history within American cinema. Though “crossover” has become a popular term to describe many modern stars who appear in various mediums, crossover stardom has a long history, going back to the beginning of the cinema. Many early film stars across national cinemas began their career in the theater. With the emergence of sound cinema and the popularity of the musical, music stars crossing over to film became even more essential to the film industry. Despite this history, few studies have considered the implications of crossover stardom, especially the specificity of music stardom in relation to film stardom.3 This study seeks to expand the consideration of both the phenomenon in general, and specific stars in particular.

Many film stars have been examined in relation to genre, but this study explores the connections between music star images (greatly informed by music genres) and film genres. Genre and stardom are fundamentally connected, especially in the Hollywood studio era when many studios employed “star-genre formulations” (Schatz qtd. in Neale (2000): 239) that were “often much more specific than traditional genre terms are able to suggest” (Neale, 2000: 239). Countless music stars in the classical Hollywood era starred in musical films allowing them to display their talent. In fact, the musical is a genre particularly influenced by the imprint of star images. As Bruce Babington and Peter Evans note, musicals often rely on the “idiosyncratic interpretations” of star images through “the multi-faceted forces of their personae ... dominant in character construction” (1985: 15). In Easter Parade (Charles Walters, 1948) for example, the casting of Fred Astaire as opposed to the originally planned Gene Kelly, altered the character construction of Don Hewes; quite simply, “things would have been altered by the different force of Kelly’s persona” (Babington and Evans, 1985: 15). Although the same can be said about stars in other genres, the centrality of star performances in musicals, displayed through musical performance and characterization within the plot, creates a stronger link between stars and genre. Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 focus on stars who appeared in musical films during the height of the studio system (Crosby) and its decline (Presley). The musical acted as a successful platform for many music stars transferring to the cinema, even those not appearing in this book, such as Maurice Chevalier or Frank Sinatra. Presley, however, signals a shift that took place with musical films through the emergence of rock ‘n’ roll, a type of music that for many “was disruptive of the genre’s [musical] commitment to romance and community” through its “anarchic rebelliousness and raw sexuality” (Neale, 2007: 335). The film musical fragmented and declined in popularity. As a result, many music stars in the post-classical era appeared in films that were not, strictly speaking, musicals, and therefore did not particularly call for musical performances. Thus, a central consideration in this book is an examination of the ways in which music stars can appear in starring roles in nonmusical films.4 The final three chapters on Kristofferson, Smith, and Timberlake consider music stars that have rarely appeared in musical films, signaling the genre’s decline in popularity in the past four decades, but, also, how crossover stardom has altered from the classical Hollywood era to today.

Crossover stardom is still desired by stars and within the highly diversified and vertically integrated Hollywood industry. Success, however, eludes many crossover stars and this book considers success, failure, and legacy in relation to specific case studies, in addition to, the general view that crossover stardom is unachievable (defined by the remarkable “failure” of Madonna’s film career5 or the one-time “failures” such as Mariah Carey in Glitter (Vondie Curtis Hall, 2001)). There is also the popular perception that music stars cannot act. Nevertheless, the trend for music stars to move to the cinema has endured. Ben Thompson sums up the rationale:


There is no mystery about the mutual attraction between film-makers and pop stars. Big pop names will—in theory at least—supply both charisma and crowds, and films offer them the chance to appear multi-faceted at the same time as prolonging their working lives beyond the whim of teen allegiance. So why are the fruits of this apparently felicitous union so often the object of ridicule and contumely. (1995: 33)



In any case, this study is not concerned with these performers’ acting ability per se—always a subjective judgment, but with the process of their transition to the cinema. I am interested in how they adapt their star image, constructed from the nature of their music and the specificity of their stage performances, to film narratives. The question of success—and failure—is vital though, and my main purpose is to examine how and/or why some have found success and others have not, and whether their music genre and (stage) performance style helped or hindered their transition.

At the core of this book is the contention that music stardom differs from film stardom, while the interchange between the two mediums produces stars who are required to fulfill the conventions of music and film stardom. Here, Richard Dyer’s work (1998, 2004) is essential to examine how music stars engage with film. Furthermore, following Dyer’s semiotic theory of stardom, many scholars including Christine Geraghty (2000) have questioned whether stars should be defined by a single medium anymore; instead, she argues, a model based on how their images are distilled in the media would be more logical. Although the stars examined overlap with Geraghty’s categories (stars-as-performers, professionals, and celebrity), the fact that their image was deeply established in music before they entered the cinema necessitates an examination of the specificity of each medium (music and film). At issue for music stars attempting to move to film is the complex mediation between their already established stardom in music and the building of
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