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Stars are an integral part of every major film industry in the world. In this pivotal new series, each book is devoted to an international movie star, looking at the development of their identity, their acting and performance methods, the cultural significance of their work, and their influence and legacy. Taking a wide range of different stars, including George Clooney, Brigitte Bardot and Dirk Bogarde among others, this series encompasses the sphere of silent and sound acting, Hollywood and non-Hollywood areas of cinema, and child and adult forms of stardom. With its broad range, but a focus throughout on the national and historical dimensions to film, the series offers students and researchers a new approach to studying film.
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Cornel Lucas’s 1955 portrait of the young Bardot while she was visiting London
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Note on presentation

Bardot films are indicated with the French title only so as not to burden the text. English-language release titles can be found in the Filmography. When the English title is not a direct translation, and its meaning is not self-evident, a translation is indicated.

All translations, unlike from published sources in English, are my own.

References throughout the book are as complete as possible. However, a number of daily and weekly press references in the footnotes do not indicate a page number. This is because they were obtained from the database at Bifi (Bibliothèque du Film) in which the scanning of articles has deleted page numbers. Readers wishing to consult the full articles are directed to the Bifi Library (51 rue de Bercy, 75012 – Paris) which offers fast and convenient online access to the material. The Bnf (Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Site François-Mitterrand, Quai François-Mauriac, 75013 – Paris) holds full issues of the relevant publications.
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Bardot in the late 1950s classic pin-up pose




INTRODUCTION

To write about Brigitte Bardot is to deal in superlatives and controversy. A young woman of spectacular beauty when she emerged as a fashion model and then film star in the 1950s, Bardot rapidly rose to fame as the ‘scandalous’ icon of a new hedonistic and sexually free lifestyle, her modernity anticipating the societal changes of the 1960s and 1970s. After Et Dieu … créa la femme in 1956, audiences the world over rushed to see her films, paparazzi stalked her, tabloid journalists, sociologists and distinguished novelists wrote about her, and young women imitated her hairstyle and clothes. She was France’s first mass-media celebrity, famous enough to be known by her initials, ‘B.B.’. In her heyday rivalled only by General de Gaulle as the most famous representative of France on the planet, she became closely associated with national identity: in 1969, she was the first celebrity to model for the bust of Marianne, the emblem of the French Republic (with plunging décolleté). But she was also the subject of unprecedented hostility, from churchmen who fulminated against her from the pulpit to film critics who did not spare their vitriol, and ‘ordinary’ people who manifested their resentment in word and deed: Bardot was hugely popular but not always loved.

In true star fashion, Bardot’s private life, embracing numerous liaisons and marriages, childbirth, her love–hate (mostly hate) relationship with film-making, and several suicide attempts, was played out largely in public. Yet, despite a film career that spanned a mere twenty-one years, ending as long ago as 1973, Bardot’s glorious youthful image continues to hold its power, selling books, handbags, magazines and fashion lines. She is regularly in the news for her controversial yet deeply felt struggle for animal rights. Over the years, her public persona has evolved as a unique mixture of glamour, ageing sexuality, outspoken (and often outrageous) views and chaotic political actions – in which her love of animals mixes uneasily with racism and bitter misanthropy. But despite this, and a string of personal tragedies, Bardot emerges as a survivor, not a victim.

This book aims to do two things. The first is to offer an up-to-date account of the significant events in Bardot’s life and career, of the contours of her star persona and what has been termed her ‘myth’, as well as of the writing and debates she has generated as a cinematic, cultural and political figure. Indeed, much has been written about her. In addition to the deluge of printed and electronic press coverage, there are numerous biographies, coffee-table books and academic essays and, last but not least, Bardot’s own writings, especially her two-volume autobiography, Initiales B.B. Mémoires published in 1996 and Le Carré de Pluton in 1999 (neither of which, unfortunately, has been translated into English)1 and a number of other outputs that are discussed throughout this book. In fact, the sheer volume of material around her must be acknowledged as a problem for the scholar: exhaustiveness, if not impossible, would be exhausting and not necessarily essential; choices have to be made. For this book I have read as many reviews of her films in as wide a selection of publications as possible and scanned women’s magazines, gossip magazines, film magazines, industry material and fan sites on the internet. The results are inserted as appropriate. The second aim of the book is to extend existing scholarship on Bardot’s stardom, in three areas in particular: Bardot’s emergence as France’s (and Europe’s) first mass-media celebrity, the subject of Chapter 1; an analysis of her cinematic output that goes beyond the half-dozen films that form the basis of most writing on her, split between Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4; and finally, in chapter 5, an account of her post-cinematic persona in which the ‘disgracefully ageing’, politically outspoken ex-star is poignantly shadowed by B.B., whose vivid youthful image shows no sign of fading.

* * *

My investigation of Bardot sits at the intersection of several fields of study, entailing different methodologies, but essentially this is a historical work that seeks to understand the trajectory and significance of a female star who offered a ground-breaking image of femininity in a conservative, pre-feminist era and whose impact on popular culture – at home and abroad – has been truly remarkable.

As a star study, my work is obviously indebted to the work of Richard Dyer, as well as earlier (Edgar Morin) and subsequent scholarship in star studies, among others by Christine Gledhill and Christine Geraghty.2 However, revisiting Bardot’s early
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