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Stars are an integral part of the global film industry. This is as true today, in the age of celebrity culture, as in the studio era. Each book in this major new BFI series focuses on an international film star, tracing the development of their star persona, their career trajectory and their acting and performance style. Some also examine the cultural significance of a star’s work, as well as their lasting influence and legacy. The series ranges across a wide historical and geographical spectrum, from silent to contemporary cinema and from Hollywood to Asian cinemas, and addresses both child and adult stardom.
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INTRODUCTION

My introduction to star studies came in 1985 when I first read Richard Dyer’s Stars (1979). This reading was prompted by an extraordinary reaction to my first viewing of Bette Davis in Now, Voyager (dir. Irving Rapper, 1942). In an effort to understand why this film star had made such a profound impact upon me, I turned to what was then (and still is) the most illuminating academic study of film stars and stardom. For me, it was the start of a long journey – one that culminates in the writing of this book: my attempt to make sense of stardom as a body of academic work, as an industrial process and product, and as a cultural phenomenon. Repeated viewings of Davis’s performances in films of the 1930s and 40s have continually reignited my fascination for this great Hollywood star and compelled me to discover more about her, just as repeated readings of Dyer’s book have reanimated my investigations into stardom, into the industrial and cultural uses of film stars. The influence that Davis exerts upon me as a film viewer and the inspiration of Dyer’s work on stars have enabled me to comprehend something of the power that film stars can have in society, performing roles that go beyond those of acting in front of cameras and microphones or appearing at premieres, on television chat shows or at award ceremonies. How can something so seemingly trivial and inconsequential as a film star be so important as to warrant such consideration by academics, students of film and media, sociologists, historians, writers, critics and cultural commentators, even politicians?
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My starting point: Bette Davis in her star vehicle Now, Voyager (1942)



The answer to this question surely lies in the fact that film stars are used in different ways by different kinds of people the world over. As objects of beauty and physical perfection or as imperfect human specimens, they provide pleasure, sometimes provoking humour, sometimes admiration and fascination. As icons, stars represent specific types of people, reflecting psychological, cultural, national, racial and sexual characteristics. As individuals with a proven track record of hit films and a substantial fan-base, stars secure funding and distribution deals for film-makers. They also undertake promotional work, generating public interest and media attention, ensuring the successful release of their films. As a source of gossip and speculation, they support a global media network of newspapers, magazines, broadcasting and the internet, while also raising questions about individuality, personhood, relationships, personal ambitions and desires. In short, they make a profound contribution not only to the film industry but also to the experience of life itself, attracting high levels of attention from the general public, journalists, media commentators, theorists and historians. Therefore, the questions ‘What is a star?’ and ‘What do stars do?’ become fundamental ones.

One of the most persistent questions asked about stardom is why some film actors become stars and not others. Is it simply the combination of photogenic looks, a phonogenic voice and an expressive face and body or is it the combination of talent with ambition, determination and charisma? Does stardom actually result less from personal qualities and more from a performer’s business acumen, such as hiring a good agent, manager, publicist or lawyer to represent their interests and secure lucrative deals? Does an actor’s stardom rely to a greater extent on the contribution of more creative personnel, such as a group of film directors, who contribute to the development of a number of hit movies that showcase a particular performer to best advantage, or does a film star’s status depend less on the films they make than his or her ability to generate intense media interest? Does a performer become a star the moment they receive star billing above the title of a film or when they become a recognisable brand, such as when a range of merchandise bearing their name or image is produced and sold in large quantities? Is it the almost universal recognition of such an image that makes a film performer a star? These questions have preoccupied many film scholars and are central to film scholarship on stars and stardom. Moreover, such questions have led to the development of an important branch of film studies known as star studies.

Star studies has developed over a significant period of time and taken numerous forms, so long and so various that it has become necessary for a book that maps the existing field of academic enquiry and considers what lies just beyond the known borders of this territory. This branch of film studies has also produced numerous star theorists and their work can be used as coordinates when mapping out the different areas of star studies. The work of these high-profile theorists deserves to be appreciated as significant scholarly achievement that has had a profound influence within the wider domains of media and cultural studies. Such theorists are not beyond criticism, of course, and nothing is to be gained by ignoring the valuable critiques that have been made in response to them: that is, such criticism enables us to refine, extend and diversify our enquiry into film stars and stardom. In delineating the terrain covered by star studies, this book offers a wide-ranging perspective and yet it is not without omissions and oversights. Where there is knowledge there is also ignorance and, therefore, while some areas are comprehensively covered here, others are under-represented or even neglected entirely (e.g., child stars). Readers are invited to fill such gaps with their own research, to actively respond to what is missing and further the debate. For, as well as looking back over the development of star studies, this book also looks forward, to the promise of an even more comprehensive and diverse sub-disciplinary field, in which many more kinds of people (i.e., academics, researchers, archivists, students, writers, biographers, documentary-makers, etc.) contribute in unique ways to the ongoing development of this area. There is certainly considerable scope to extend the borders of knowledge and understanding here. The process of researching and writing this book has been hugely illuminating for me, augmenting my knowledge of the field, but it has also exposed some areas of ignorance, opening up the prospect of new avenues for further exploration beyond this book.

This book is aimed primarily at students and academics, particularly under-graduate and post-graduate film students, academic writers and teachers, and professional researchers in cinema history, although students of film, media, drama and cultural studies should also find some sections interesting and relevant depending on their specific areas of interest. The principal aim of the book is to organise the field of star studies (i.e., the scholarship on stars and stardom that has emerged within film studies since the 1970s) into a number of discrete areas to make it more manageable and comprehensible and, in the process, to put various scholars into a form of dialogue with each other. Rather than offer my own personal thoughts on stardom or on particular stars, I have restricted myself to the purpose of scholarly synthesis in order to provide readers with a map to make sense of the existing academic field. I have concentrated largely on Hollywood, which is the area of film history that I am most familiar with. However, in order to provide a more international and less western perspective, I have also made frequent references to Indian (Hindi/Bollywood) cinema. While a much greater range of national cinemas might have added significantly to this book (e.g., Japanese, African and South American), the Hollywood/Bollywood theme employed here has been adopted as a means of comparing two very different forms of stardom that have proven enormously successful for many decades, constituting two very distinct versions that, finally, appear to be converging in the twenty-first century. The differences between these two systems and the ways in which they are increasingly occupying common ground have much to tell us about the history of film stardom. These have certainly provoked many academics to investigate and analyse them, constituting rich strands of scholarship within film studies; strands that future generations of students and scholars can either build upon or depart from.

Organised into six chapters, this book begins with an assessment of the published academic literature on stars (Chapter 1) and star acting (Chapter 2), moving from a consideration of the processes of acquiring stardom (Chapter 3) and the industrial mechanisms for developing stars (Chapter 4), to their meanings for audiences and fans (Chapter 5), as well as their cultural significance (Chapter 6). Beginning with an introduction to the work of leading star scholars, Chapter 1 explores how star studies became a major area of film scholarship, discussing in particular the seminal role played by Richard Dyer’s Stars, but also noting the influence of earlier studies, including Edgar Morin’s Les Stars (1957). The second half of this first chapter explores how, inspired by the likes of Morin and Dyer, many scholars have investigated the nature and function of film stars in Hollywood, Europe and Asia (namely, India and China), describing a range of theoretical approaches and methodologies that were subsequently adopted during the 1980s, 90s and 2000s, influenced by disciplinary debates about film history, industry, reception and audiences. Chapter 2, meanwhile, explores the various concepts and research methods star scholars use to analyse star acting, drawing mainly on mise en scène criticism and studies of performance and celebrity, acknowledging that acting plays a central role in distinguishing different kinds of film star from other types of entertainment celebrity, while also recognising the crucial contribution of other film industry professionals to a performer’s attainment of stardom.

The remaining chapters of this book are designed to provide readers with a set of topics that might be considered when investigating film stars and stardom. While Chapter 3 focuses on star qualities, identifying the prerequisites for a performer’s attainment of stardom, Chapter 4 delves into the industrial mechanisms for discovering and developing stars. Chapters 5 and 6, on the other hand, explore the meanings of stars in terms of, first, how star identities are described, formed and circulated and, second, how they come to represent, embody or stand in for wider social groups and historical moments. Throughout Chapters 3 to 6, case studies of individual stars are used to illustrate the main points. These also serve as an introduction to some of the most significant studies of stars, with numerous references to (and quotations from) a wide range of academic writing. It is hoped that readers will pursue further reading of the books and essays cited here but also that many will be inspired to conduct their own research projects, thus contributing in different ways to the expanding horizons of star studies.


1 STAR STUDIES: MAPPING OUT THE FIELD OF STAR SCHOLARSHIP WITHIN FILM STUDIES

Introduction

Film stars attract attention. They also play a seminal role in the production and marketing of movies, often accounting for a large proportion of a film’s budget. Stars are used to secure funding for films due to the belief that they make a significant contribution to the potential profitability of movies in an otherwise unpredictable market. Many films are produced as ‘star vehicles’, showcasing the star’s talent, capitalising on both their acting skills and their public persona. Stars are so vital to the overall operation and success of the film industry that their popularity is closely and systematically monitored. ‘Bankable’ stars are highly sought after and excessively well remunerated. Many of the world’s top stars have a large international fan-base, while most of the major film-making countries have produced stars of international standing. Some stars have even been used to represent national characteristics within the global economy of the mass media, their fame extending well beyond the confines of the cinema via newspaper and magazine journalism, the internet, and television and radio appearances. Tabloid newspapers and lifestyle magazines are heavily dominated by images, stories and speculation about film stars, as are television chat shows and internet websites.
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Susan and God (1940), starring Joan Crawford (on right) with Rose Hobart (on left) in gowns by Adrian



Given the importance of stardom within the film industry and popular culture generally, it is not surprising that the academic study of stars has become one of the most important branches of film studies. This area of film scholarship has proliferated since the publication of Richard Dyer’s Stars in 1979, this book precipitating a ‘seismic shift in the way in which star studies were perceived’ (Hollinger 2006: 35). Dyer’s combination of semiotics and sociology produced the ‘star text’ and stimulated considerable interest in star images across films, publicity and promotional materials. Meanwhile, Dyer’s Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society (1987) drew increasing attention to the interpretive activities of audiences, mainstream and marginal (e.g., the black and gay communities), with its illuminating case studies of Marilyn Monroe, Paul Robeson and Judy Garland. The first anthologies of star studies appeared in 1991 in Britain and the United States, Christine Gledhill’s Stardom and Jeremy Butler’s Star Texts, both containing extracts of Dyer’s work as well as essays inspired by his approach. These collections promoted high-level scholarship on stars, demonstrating that star studies had become a legitimate area of academic enquiry.

This chapter provides an overview of the key works within star studies, highlighting the major trends within this branch of film studies, charting the way in which it became increasingly international, moving from theory to history and from the general (i.e., stardom as an industrial and cultural phenomenon) to the specific (i.e., case studies of particular stars). The focus here is less on stars and more on the academic literature about stars and stardom. While outlining the key themes
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