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Introduction: Alain Delon, Then and Now

Nick Rees-Roberts and Darren Waldron

Few male European actors have been as iconic and influential for generations of filmgoers as Alain Delon. In his heyday in the 1960s and 1970s, he was emblematic of a modern masculinity and a distinctive European style, a symbol of French elegance. Delon’s appeal has spanned cultures and continents, reaching as far afield as East Asia, where young men have imitated his look and mannerisms. From his break-through as the first onscreen Tom Ripley in Plein soleil/Purple Noon (René Clément, 1960), through two legendary performances for Luchino Visconti in Rocco e i suoi fratelli/Rocco and His Brothers (Luchino Visconti, 1960) and Il gattopardo/The Leopard (Luchino Visconti, 1963), to his roles as the laconic anti-heroes in three of Jean-Pierre Melville’s most celebrated film noirs—Le Samouraï/The Samurai (Jean-Pierre Melville, 1967), Le Cercle rouge/The Red Circle (Jean-Pierre Melville, 1970), and Un flic/Dirty Money (Jean-Pierre Melville, 1972)—Delon came to embody the flair and stylishness of the European cinema of the period. He was particularly associated with the French polar or crime film; his appearances opposite Jean Gabin in Henri Verneuil’s Mélodie en sous-sol/Any Number Can Win (Henri Verneuil, 1963) and Le Clan des Siciliens/The Sicilian Clan (Henri Verneuil, 1969) and alongside Jean-Paul Belmondo in a nostalgic revision of the Marseille criminal underworld of the 1930s Borsalino (Jacques Deray, 1970) bolstered his image as one of France’s most recognizable and popular film stars.

A critical consensus has formed around the myth of Delon as a fragile but cruel beauty. The use of Delon’s photogenic face and slim body to advertise Plein soleil at the start of his career was spectacular. The young actor became a movie star because he was seen as naturally beautiful—his smooth skin, piercing blue eyes, symmetrical face and delicate nose, luscious hair and slim torso, all visually embellished by directors and cinematographers. Delon’s glamorous lifestyle added to his appeal. His tempestuous relationships, particularly with actress Romy Schneider, fuelled the celebrity gossip of the early 1960s. Delon epitomizes an ambiguous masculinity. His macho roles and archetypal playboy image were mitigated by his refined features and troubling gaze. In contemporary France, Delon is a contested and ambivalent figure, his likeability tarnished by his bombastic declarations, reported extremist politics, and pompous self-promotion. He made the cover of Le Figaro Magazine in July 2013 and was included in a feature article on shifting models of masculinity, in which the aging star berated the gradual loss of gender differences and the recent French same-sex marriage legislation (Haloche 2013, 32–34).

Given its spectacular prominence and problematic nature throughout the actor’s career, the issue of masculinity is a central critical inquiry in this collection. Delon’s youth included a prolonged period of military service in the French army in the early 1950s. He was born on November 8, 1935 in Sceaux, a middle-class suburb south of Paris. Following his parents’ divorce in 1939, he was placed with foster parents and then sent to various Catholic boarding schools, from which he was expelled. A turbulent youth, Delon signed up for military service in the French navy aged 17 and was posted to Saigon toward the end of the Indochina War. Looking back, he claims that this limited, but nevertheless formative, experience of war as a young man shaped his military temperament, providing him with rigor, discipline, and a sense of duty (Jousse and Toubiana 1996, 27–28). On his return to France, he lived in Pigalle in north Paris, allegedly using his charms to make ends meet (Dureau 2012, 11). But it was in the Paris left bank of the postwar years where the ambitious rising star was noticed, where he met young actors Brigitte Auber and Jean-Claude Brialy, with whom he left for the Cannes Film Festival in May 1957. Spotted by David O. Selznick’s talent scout, he was immediately sent to Rome to perform a screen test for the producer, who offered him a golden seven-year studio contract, provided he improved his spoken English. In a surprising decision that later sealed his fate in Hollywood, where he failed to make it in the mid-1960s, Delon returned to Paris, becoming the lover of Michèle Cordoue, the wife of film director Yves Allégret, who cast him in a minor role as the hit-man Jo in Quand la femme s’en mêle/Send a Woman When the Devil Fails (Yves Allégret, 1957). Delon’s early roles, up to his breakthrough in Plein soleil in 1960, tended to emphasize either an element of sexual availability or youthful bravado—he was a playboy in Faibles femmes/Three Murderesses (Michel Boisrond, 1959) and a schoolboy in Le Chemin des écoliers/Way of Youth (Michel Boisrond, 1959).

Film scholars Ginette Vincendeau and Guy Austin have argued that Delon’s early persona was a historical product of advertising in the context of postwar economic modernization. Vincendeau situates Delon’s body as a desirable, publicity-driven commodity, a product of 1960s consumerism (2000, 158–195). Austin reads Delon in contrast to his contemporary Jean-Paul Belmondo, highlighting his image as a remote outsider as key to his seductiveness for his audiences (2003, 48–62). Our collection extends the existing scholarship on the Delon persona, which also includes Graeme Hayes’s account of the actor’s spectacular masculinity (2004, 42–53), to consider historical, textual, and theoretical readings of Delon’s career, image, and persona, including a particular focus on the star in the context of transnational cinema culture and on the global reception of his image. Hence, the collection includes contributions, not only on Delon’s iconic performances, his famous affiliations and masculine image but also on less well documented aspects of his career, such as his early films of the 1950s; his international, English-language performances in the mid-1960s; his role as director, producer, and screenwriter; his later career on and off the big screen; his enduring role as style icon and his intermittent contributions to popular music. Before we provide an overview of the book’s rationale and orientation, it is worth situating Delon in relation to existing discourses of stardom and to the critical reception of his career in and beyond France.

Austin defines film stars as commodities—“brand names, whose capital is their face, their body, their clothing, their acting or their life style” (2003, 2). Following Richard Dyer’s lead (1998 [1979]), Vincendeau defines them simply as “celebrated film performers who develop a ‘persona’ or ‘myth,’ composed of an amalgam of their screen image and private identities, which the audience recognizes and expects from film to film, and which in turn determines the parts they play” (2000, viii). Dyer’s original account of the golden age of Hollywood stardom emphasized the semiotic values and affective embodiment of classic film stars, their images or personae deriving from the “complex configuration of visual, verbal and aural signs.” Star images, Dyer argued, “function crucially in relation to contradictions within and between ideologies, which they seek variously to ‘manage’ or resolve” (1998 [1979], 38). Dyer’s description of the contrived projections of individual glamor, exclusive lifestyles and conspicuous consumption, juxtaposing the spectacular with the everyday (1998 [1979], 39–43), drew on a previous account of stardom that had also bound the subject to consumer culture, seeing stars as mythic models of consumption for their fans to imitate.

Edgar Morin’s early writing on stardom and popular culture coincided with Delon’s rise to fame in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Morin’s 1962 L’Esprit du temps (2008), presented as an essay on mass culture, engaged with many of the methodological questions that were to set the (more politicized) agenda for Anglo-American Cultural Studies in the decades to follow: the representation, value, and audience reception of emerging forms of popular culture (Macé 2008, 7–15). Morin’s earlier groundbreaking inquiry from 1957, Les Stars/Stars, had elevated film stars of the silent period to the status of icons, attributing them with quasi-mystical auras, seeing them as early twentieth-century equivalents of ancient divinities (1972, 36–64). The semiotic-cum-anthropological study of screen myths was, for Morin, located somewhere in the gray zone between belief and entertainment. But, as Austin observes, with the advent of sound cinema, there was a gradual shift toward the bourgeois accessibility of stars, “seen in villas, apartments and ranches. Magazine spreads feature their homely lives, their bourgeois interiors, their ordinariness” (2003, 3). Morin’s multidimensional account of stardom attempted to juggle critical attention to form, reception, production, and social context in an endeavor to translate the appeal and worth of individual film stars to audiences and fans. In his preface to the third edition in 1972, Morin retrospectively regarded the 1960s as central to the development of European stars such as Delon, Brigitte Bardot, and Catherine Deneuve, through the postwar economic boom that was conducive to the creation of a local star-system fashioned around the beauty, glamor, and lifestyles of the chosen few. The on-screen Delon, the icon of a bracingly modern masculinity (following the release of Plein soleil in 1960) became so powerful off-screen through the decade that he was able to launch his own production company (Delbeau, later Adel Productions), coproducing and starring in L
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