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Introduction: Gothic Celebrity

2016: The year of celebrity death
2016 was an extraordinary year for celebrity death, from the shocking news of David Bowie’s demise on 10 January to the devastating news of Debbie Reynolds’s death on 28 December, just one day after her daughter Carrie Fisher. Many icons of twentieth-century Anglo-American culture died in the same year. Notable big names include, but are not limited to, Prince, George Michael, Alan Rickman, Harper Lee, Nancy Reagan, Muhammad Ali, Gene Wilder, Leonard Cohen and Zsa Zsa Gábor, as well as beloved British television stars Terry Wogan, Victoria Wood, Paul Daniels, Andrew Sachs, Ronnie Corbett and Caroline Aherne. Just as fans began to come to terms with the loss of one icon, the death of another would emerge. David Bowie’s passing prompted an outpouring of tributes from fans, with impromptu street parties in Brixton celebrating his career. Shortly after, on 21 April, Prince’s death was announced, which sparked similar celebrations in his hometown of Minneapolis.

2016 was also the year I started writing this book. The continuous wave of celebrity deaths and the public’s reactions to these losses inspired a book that aims to explore the relationship between the Gothic and modern celebrity, and what this relationship can tell us about Western culture’s deep-rooted fixation with ageing, death and immortality. The deaths of celebrities like David Bowie, Prince and George Michael unsettled us because, as icons who were known for keeping their images alive through reinvention, there was a sense that they were not supposed to die. David Bowie elevated reinvention to an art form with his various performance personas, Prince became known as the symbol and The Artist Formerly Known As and George Michael made a spectacular comeback in 1998 after his arrest and public outing. The longevity of their careers, their unparalleled talent, their flamboyant performances and their continual shapeshifting meant that they were constructed as quasi-immortal beings in popular culture. The idea that they could die seemed unfathomable and the reality of their deaths felt cruelly premature. The shock among fans and the wider public in the UK and America was also due to the lack of awareness that these celebrities were ill. It transpired that David Bowie had been battling cancer, Prince had suffered with chronic pain and George Michael had heart and liver disease, information that was only released to the public after their deaths. For Daniel Harris, death ‘is the ultimate democratic epiphany in the cult of celebrity’.1 If Western culture has constructed celebrities as quasi-immortal beings, then their deaths unsettle this narrative. The deaths of reinventive icons like David Bowie, Prince and George Michael not only revealed that such high-profile celebrities can die but that the quasi-immortal celebrity is as fragile and ephemeral as the rest of us, shattering the illusion of immortality surrounding these figures.

Western celebrity culture is obsessed with maintaining this narrative of immortality that surrounds the celebrity. The dead celebrity industry is booming; as Ruth Penfold-Mounce points out in her book Death, The Dead and Popular Culture (2018), death is not necessarily the end but ‘a new phase for celebrity careers’.2 In 2015, a digital rendering of Marilyn Monroe appeared in adverts for Coca-Cola, Max Factor and Dior.3 Holograms of deceased celebrities have been used for performances, such as in 2020 for An Evening with Whitney: The Whitney Houston Hologram Tour.4 Three years after her death, Carrie Fisher was digitally resurrected for her role as Princess Leia in the 2019 Star Wars film The Rise of Skywalker with the help of CGI. Technology ensures that celebrities never really die because their images can live on and be used for new purposes, reinforcing the myth that celebrities are immortal figures. Hologram technology has also been used to de-age celebrities. The celebrations for Queen Elizabeth II’s Platinum Jubilee in 2022 featured a hologram of the young, newly coronated queen as she looked in 1953. That same year, the Swedish pop group ABBA were transformed into digital avatars of their younger selves for the ABBA Voyage concert experience in London. When celebrities are resurrected in these uncanny forms, it is usually their younger image. We not only desire to resurrect celebrities and remember them as immortal figures, we also wish for them to remain eternally youthful. In Western culture, our relationship with celebrities revolves around a tension between renewal and decay, a dynamic that underpins the Gothic representations of celebrities explored in this book. While celebrities can be renewed, they must not decay. Technological preservation or the reinvention of a celebrity’s image reinforces celebrity culture’s narrative of immortality, ageing or dying disrupts it.

What is the connection between celebrity, immortality and the Gothic? From the Romantic period to the post-millennium, celebrities have continually been represented in Gothic ways in literary texts, visual media and wider culture. Mortality and immortality are often foregrounded in these Gothic representations. This book identifies an extensive literary and cultural tradition in which texts use elements of the Gothic to reflect upon celebrity culture. I have coined the phrase ‘Gothic celebrity’ to describe this growing body of work. Texts within this tradition, some of which are explored in the following chapters, use established Gothic conventions of vampires, decaying portraits and ageing bodies to engage with themes of mortality and immortality surrounding the figure of the celebrity in modern culture. What makes this tradition particularly compelling is the degree to which celebrities can choose to manage or even initiate their affiliation with Gothic texts. These Gothic celebrities, as I will call them, form dialogues with Gothic texts by producing, starring in or inspiring them, and self-consciously construct images that can be described as Gothic. As I explained at the start of this chapter, mortality and immortality are also central to the representation of celebrities in Western culture at large. Gothic celebrity texts therefore speak to a wider cultural fixation with ageing, death and immortality. This book aims to show how discourses of Gothic and celebrity are continually used as vehicles for exploring how modern Western culture processes these concerns. ‘Gothic celebrity’ is thus a multifaceted phrase that I use to describe not only the textual tradition and the celebrities who produce these works, but also how broader celebrity culture itself operates in Gothic ways.

Modern celebrity culture has established an expectation of the celebrity’s immortality. Since its advent, celebrities have had a sense of timelessness projected upon them, from the literary and visual media fame of nineteenth-century authors to the multimedia iconicity of twentieth- and twenty-first century stars. Even the Gothic celebrities discussed in this book have attained cultural afterlives in different forms, such as nostalgic tributes to their lives and the reappropriation of their images in new contexts. Lord Byron’s posthumous fame was maintained in the years following his death by various cultural products, including his statue in Trinity College, Cambridge, and two illustrated books published by William and Edward Finden in the 1830s.5 Oscar Wilde’s legacy has endured not only through adaptations of his work but through tributes to his life and sartorial style, such as the Wilde-inspired menswear collection by Alexander McQueen (autumn/winter 2017) and the rainbow plaque unveiled in July 2019 at London’s Clapham Junction station, commemorating his transfer from Wandsworth Prison to Reading Gaol in 1895.6 The iconic performances of Golden Age Hollywood legends Bette Davis and Joan Crawford now reach a new generation of audiences through homages in RuPaul’s Drag Race (2009–) and the dramatization of their infamous rivalry in the FX television series Feud: Bette and Joan (2017).7 Andy Warhol’s lasting fame as a prominent Pop artist, film director, music producer, writer and entrepreneur is closely linked to his influence on the music, videos and fashion of artists such as The Velvet Underground, David Bowie, Lady Gaga and Taylor Swift.8 While some of the Gothic celebrity texts discussed in this book interrogate the complexities of celebrity immortality, others explore what happens when this expectation of immortality is disrupted. Gothic is a fitting mode of representation for communicating issues of mortality and immortality concerning the celebrity figure because celebrity culture itself continues to exhibit Gothic sensibilities in relation to these issues. In turn, Gothic celebrities draw attention to these sensibilities through their dialogue with Gothic texts.

In Gothic celebrity texts, the celebrity is often portrayed as decaying, dead or undead. This book therefore examines depictions that unsettle the conventional representation of celebrities in Western culture, including celebrity vampires, decaying portraits and ageing Hollywood stars. In these texts, the celebrity is either exposed for their fragile mortality or exceeds traditional notions of mortality. Celebrity mortality is conveyed through literal or symbolic depictions of death and decay. The notoriously hideous portrait in Oscar Wilde’s Gothic novel The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) (Chapter 2) establishes a useful motif for exploring the deterioration of a celebrity’s flawless image. In the novel’s context of Victorian fashionable society, Dorian Gray is celebrated for his remarkable beauty. However, his decaying portrait embodies the horror of this beauty not being preserved, reflecting both the inevitability of ageing and the precarity of visual media. This motif is later reimagined in the celebrity portraits of the famed Pop artist Andy Warhol (Chapter 4). Warhol’s Marilyn Diptych (1962), created in the months following Marilyn Monroe’s death, mimics the appearance of a decaying portrait to symbolize Monroe’s death and question the perceived immortality of celebrities in the late twentieth century. In the films Sunset Boulevard (1950) and What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? (1962) (Chapter 3), the faded star trope accentuates the inevitable decay of the female Hollywood star through ageing, unsettling the popular associations of Golden Age Hollywood stars as deified on-screen goddesses. When the celebrity’s mortality is exceeded in Gothic texts, it is expressed through a form of vampirism that emphasizes eternal youth. John Polidori’s short story ‘The Vampyre’ (1819) (Chapter 1) established the archetype for this eternally youthful vampire. In the narrative, the enchanting Regency gentleman Lord Ruthven – modelled after the internationally famous poet Lord Byron – returns from the dead in vampiric form. Polidori’s tale inaugurates a tradition of eternally youthful vampires modelling celebrity that extends all the way to the post-millennium with the anthology television series American Horror Story: Hotel (2015) (Chapter 5). In this series, Lady Gaga plays a vampire who adapts to the modern world by reinventing her image. This can be seen in the character’s various sartorial transformations, which not only reinforce her immortality but also reflect Gaga’s own reinventive celebrity image.

Gothic celebrity
I define Gothic as a literary and cultural mode that has the capacity to disrupt. To read something Gothically or to interpret its Gothic qualities is to draw attention to moments of disruption and provide a framework for understanding the significance of these moments. This characteristic of the Gothic is rooted in the origin of the term, which dates back to the migration of Germanic peoples in the third and fifth century AD and the subsequent fall of the Roman empire.9 The Goths became synonymous with barbarism and the disruption of civilized society; as Chris Baldick explains, they were used to ‘prop up one side of that set of cultural oppositions by which the Renaissance and its heirs defined and claimed possession of European civilization: Northern versus Southern, Gothic versus Graeco-Roman, Dark Ages versus the Age of Enlightenment, medieval versus modern, barbarity versus civility, superstition versus Reason’.10 The disruptive capacity of the Goths is not only confined to the overthrowing of Classical culture, but also concerns Classical aesthetic values. As the seventeenth-century diarist John Evelyn observes, ‘The ancient Greek and Roman architecture answered all the perfections required in a faultless and accomplished building’ but the Goths ‘introduced in their stead a certain fantastical and licentious manner of building: congestions of heavy, dark, melancholy, monkish piles, without any just proportion, use or beauty’.11 These concepts migrated into a literary context during the eighteenth-century Gothic Revival due to the blurring of literary and artistic notions of Gothic. The first Gothic novel, Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764), was inspired by the author’s architectural creation of Strawberry Hill House – a Gothic Revival-style villa that recreated the fantastical gloominess supposedly introduced by the Goths. The sense of disruption embodied by the Goths paired with Evelyn’s description of Gothic architecture – particularly its flagrant rejection of beauty and proportion – offers a way to explore Gothic celebrity as a tradition that interrogates, complicates or even disrupts the idealized Classical body, which I argue is epitomized by the figure of the celebrity in Western culture.

The Gothic representations of celebrity in this book are best explained by drawing on Julia Kristeva’s concept of the abject. Originally a psychoanalytic inquiry into the maternal body, the theory of abjection has since become closely linked with Gothic discourse and is often utilized when reading Gothic texts. Elisabeth Bronfen clarifies the relationship between the Gothic and the abject, noting that ‘seminal for Gothic culture is the manner in which abjection finds an articulation in two forms of psychic transformation, namely the bodily symptom and sublimation’.12 For Bronfen, ‘Gothic texts celebrate symptoms of abjection in their depiction of vampires, which undo the border between life and death, as well as their interest in the double, who troubles the notion of a cohesive self.’13 Bronfen’s observations are particularly valuable for this book because by disrupting the expected narrative of immortality, vampires, portraits and ageing bodies effectively undo the border between life and death, unsettling Western culture’s construction of the modern celebrity as an immortal figure.

Within Western celebrity culture, there is an ongoing battle between the symbolic and the abject, which manifests in the form of a tension between renewal and decay. Celebrity culture’s symbolic order is rooted in Romantic ideas about the immortalization and extraordinariness of the individual, which I will discuss in more detail later in the chapter. The celebrity is constructed to represent what Kristeva calls a ‘symbolic body’, a body that must remain unaltered by death and age.14 As several chapters in this book will demonstrate, modern celebrity culture is deeply concerned with the fetishization of youth, which consequently spawns an abject counterpart in the form of the ageing or dead celebrity. While celebrities who continually reinvent their images are celebrated as renewed symbolic bodies, such as those mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, celebrities who display signs of deterioration are often portrayed as abject. The abject is associated with death and decay. As Kristeva explains, forms of abjection such as bodily wastes show us what is ‘permanently thrust aside in order to live’.15 The loathsome abject threatens life and must be expelled from the body. It is cast off to a place of banishment to forge an imaginary boundary between the subject and the abject, reinstating the subject’s place in the symbolic order. The corpse, however, is the ultimate form of abjection: ‘It is something rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us.’16 The corpse is an image of decay from which the body can never escape. If bodily waste signifies what lies beyond the border, the corpse is a ‘border that has encroached upon everything’.17 The corpse threatens the symbolic order by contaminating life with death and revealing the symbolic body’s inevitable trajectory towards decay.

In celebrity culture’s symbolic order, the ageing celebrity represents a threat akin to that of the corpse while the dead celebrity materializes the threat of the corpse. Gothic celebrities and Gothic celebrity narratives speak to these moments of abjection in celebrity culture. These celebrity bodies become synonymous with the decay and deathliness signified by the abject corpse that both disgusts and threatens. This type of celebrity has the potential to dismantle Western celebrity culture’s symbolic order by embodying and exposing the ultimate taboo that this culture strives to conceal: the inevitable decay of the celebrity. The presence of the ageing celebrity especially magnifies this unsettling reality. They therefore become the ‘jettisoned object’ that is expelled from the symbolic order and forced to assume the role of the abject.18 This process of revulsion and expulsion is evident across many strands of Western celebrity culture, from Hollywood to the tabloids, and particularly concerns female bodies, as Chapter 3 will discuss.

For Kristeva, the abject ‘does not cease challenging its master’ from its place of expulsion.19 The abject remains a persistent threat because it ‘does not respect borders, positions, rules’.20 In other words, the ageing or dead celebrity never completely vanishes beyond the border; they always return in some way. This is because it is unrealistic to maintain the image of a flawless symbolic body that never ages or dies. Despite the narrative that Western culture projects onto celebrities, they are not immortal beings; they are ordinary people who will age and die, and it is impossible to fully conceal this reality. In this sense, the abject celebrity can be seen as challenging the ideology of immortality within celebrity culture.

Although I have discussed how the ageing or dead celebrity can be understood as operating on a Gothic level through their association with abjection, this book aims to explore the Gothic potential of both the abject body and the symbolic body within celebrity discourses. A significant limitation of Kristeva’s theory is its treatment of the symbolic and the abject as opposites, creating a binary where the symbolic represents Classical ideals of beauty and transcendence, while the abject embodies the death and decay intrinsic to the Gothic. This dichotomy implies that only the abject celebrity can be viewed as Gothic, whereas the symbolic body, represented by the immortalized celebrity, cannot. I seek to deconstruct this binary, arguing that the figure of the immortal celebrity can also be examined through a Gothic lens. As indicated by the return of the abject in Kristeva’s theory, the symbolic body and the abject body are fundamentally linked. This book therefore investigates how the ageing or dead celebrity and the immortalized
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