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To our darling daughter, Esmé,

Like a superstar diva, you made us wait so long, and arrived in a whirlwind of drama. But it doesn’t matter because we’ll always be your biggest fans.

With so much love,

Your proud parents xx


[image: cover]



Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Introduction

Chapter 1: Getting Discovered

Chapter 2: Fame Thrust upon Them

Chapter 3: What the Hell Is a Celebrity, Anyway?

Chapter 4: Image Is Everything

Chapter 5: The Art of Self-Promotion

Chapter 6: Bodies of Opinion

Chapter 7: Show Me the Money!

Chapter 8: The Fandom Menace?

Epilogue: Famous for Fifteen Minutes

Acknowledgements

Credits

Recommended Reading for Curious Readers

References

Plate Section

Also by Greg Jenner

Copyright



Introduction

On 11 January 2016, I awoke unusually early. Normally I’m an inanimate, bed-hogging lump until at least 9.30 a.m., but this morning was different. After weeks of discussion, and months of preparatory reading, I’d finally been approved to start work on my new book (this book!) and I was eager to begin. I bounded downstairs with Tiggerish energy, grabbed my laptop, created a digital folder called ‘DEAD FAMOUS’, and prepared myself to care deeply about celebrities for the next few years. And then my phone beeped, and everything suddenly stopped. David Bowie was dead.

The announcement pulverised all other news into insignificance. Twitter exploded; my timeline became a torrent of shocked sadness, confusion, heartfelt personal anecdotes, hastily written newspaper obituaries, trite reactions from politicians who thought they should be seen to join in, and an avalanche of fans screaming ‘What do you mean he’s dead?!? His new album came out THREE DAYS AGO!’ That last one was the real kicker. Blackstar had been released on Bowie’s sixty-ninth birthday and was so new that even some diehard fans hadn’t heard it yet. Bowie seemed full of life. Indeed, the opening line of Pitchfork’s album review still makes me gulp: ‘David Bowie has died many deaths, yet he is still with us. He is popular music’s ultimate Lazarus …’ Seventy-two hours later, Bowie’s treacherous tumours made a mockery of that headline.

Where other artists might have cherished their rapturous swansong – the farewell performance, the last great interview, the thumbs up from the hospital bed – Bowie allowed fans and critics to judge his final songs on their own merit, without the rosy hue of hagiography. ‘What do you reckon, any good?’ he seemed to ask us, courageously inviting the critics’ claws that would’ve surely stayed sheathed for a dying man. It was an astonishing exit from a man famed for astonishing exits. In the summer of 1973, he killed off his Ziggy Stardust alter ego live on stage with a farewell rendition of ‘Rock’n’Roll Suicide’. Fans were dumbstruck; but so were his bandmates. He’d kept it a secret from everyone. In 2016, Bowie had repeated the trick, stage-managing his own demise so that none of us realised it was even happening. The shock wrong-footed both the public and the media, causing a cascade of mourning that didn’t just lament the passing of a hero, but also the scary instability of mortality itself.

On that chilly January morning, I didn’t succumb to tears and seismic emotions because I wasn’t a huge Bowie aficionado. Not properly, anyway. I loved the hits – ‘Life on Mars’, ‘Space Oddity’, ‘Heroes’, ‘Ashes to Ashes’ – but I’d missed entire decades of his output. Every time I saw him on TV, or spotted him making ironic movie cameos, I thought: ‘Hey, that’s David Bowie! He’s so interesting, and clever, and cool, I should probably learn everything I can about him’, but then I’d get distracted. Nevertheless, when the news broke, I assumed I knew enough to appreciate what the world had just lost. Turns out I was bell-clangingly wrong.

I’d completely underestimated his impact. Bowie was like a moon; beautiful, shadowy, unknowable, ever-changing, and yet with a vast gravity that had pulled the tides of popular culture back and forth; he’d been both pop superstar and avant-garde intellectual, weirdo jazz crooner and fist-pumping Glastonbury headliner. He’d starred in iconic movies and made a couple of the greatest rock albums of the twentieth century. And this only started to dawn on me when I switched on the radio and heard my favourite music broadcaster, Lauren Laverne, convert her three-hour BBC show into a Bowie tribute. She didn’t just play the hits; Laverne instead invited an audio community to an unplanned funeral, one in which they would be giving the eulogy.

Throughout the programme, fans phoned in requesting rare songs, and shared how David Bowie’s life had contributed to their own. It was a joyous chorus of gratitude: stories of teenage crushes, of exhilarating live gigs, of first kisses, of amusing encounters with the great man himself, of clarifying moments of sexual awareness, of lyrical inspiration in hard times, of fun, of glamour, of art, of rock’n’roll, of life. Bowie’s existence had changed these people, and they were profoundly grateful.

But he wasn’t just any old singer; people thought he’d possessed exceptional qualities: unerring charisma, prodigious creativity, bewitching beauty, and the endlessly protean ability to transform himself. He was ethereal. Someone on Twitter joked he hadn’t died, he’d simply returned to his home planet, as if he were some messianic alien rather than just a gender-fluid musical polymath with a fondness for the saxophone. The newspaper obituaries offered the human flipside. They spoke of his kindness, his taste in books, how uproariously funny he could be, and how quaintly British he was with that sort of modulating mockney accent. The wave of public affection was so deep, I realised that I’d undervalued the emotional power of fame. David Bowie wasn’t just a dead celebrity. For many, this was a personal bereavement.

Are you rolling your eyes? Fair enough, for I too was once a cynic. In 1997, when Princess Diana died, I was just about to turn fifteen, and was at the peak of adolescent arrogance. I gazed upon the national weeping and screwed up my face into a curmudgeonly harrumph. ‘Sure, it’s very sad her kids will grow up without a mum, but why is everyone shrieking in the streets? They’ve never even met her!’ In truth, this was teenage bravado, because I was shocked. On that fateful day, my family was staying with my French grandmother, only a few miles from the crash site, and, when she’d woken us up with the tragic news, we’d simply refused to believe her. ‘Princess Diana can’t die, don’t be ridiculous! Silly old Mamie is going batty!’

Our stubborn denial was a micro-encapsulation of how celebrities function as psychic breeze blocks; they’re part of the sturdy foundations upon which we build our identities. Those clickbait articles lurking at the bottom of the internet are perfect examples of weaponised celebrity nostalgia: ‘Remember that cute kid from the show you loved in 1998? You won’t believe what she looks like now – CLICK HERE!’ These articles get billions of hits from around the world. We can’t help it. Celebrities are our companions through life – if they’re ageing and dying, then so are we.

Britain’s Diana-shaped grief spiral was a national howl of many varied voices – she’d been a unique entity; a celebrity-royal hybrid who became an avatar for deceased mums, dads, children, pets, friends, and whatever trauma had been bottled up and buried deep. She was a lightning rod for personal sadness. But Diana wasn’t just a hollow proxy without her own qualities. Much like Bowie, she too had shown rare charisma while also being accessibly normal; she’d been the so-called ‘People’s Princess’. We all knew her, we’d watched her wedding day, seen her raise two children, followed her life in the tabloids, admired her fashion sense, surveilled her through a spectacular divorce, and speculated about her new lovers. As Eddie Izzard later noted in a stand-up routine, her death was akin to your favourite TV show killing off its lead characters at 3 a.m. on a Monday – ‘What?! Has it finished now? I was watching that!’ – Princess Diana was a human box-set we’d been bingeing on for years. And suddenly she’d been cancelled.

Celebrity is often decried as superficial vacuity crammed into glittery trousers; a mind-numbing, money-making sham. And, I’ll hold my hands up, I was probably going to write a snarkier book until Bowie’s death knocked me off-kilter. But in that bubbling cauldron of grief, I realised just how productive celebrity culture is: how much it shapes us; how we chart celebrity careers against our own ambitions; how we devour the gossip with a mix of ironic detachment and zealous emotional investment; and how useful it is as a social glue that binds us together in voyeuristic fascination. Many of us live out our entire lives in the refracted glow of other people’s shimmering stardom. And despite all the huffy bluster, and all pretensions to immunity, even the staunchest cynic would lose their cool if Tom Cruise sat down next to them on a plane, offered a handshake, and said, ‘Hi, I’m Tom.’

Celebrity is one of the defining phenomena of our age, but this book is about where it came from, rather than its current state. If you’ve started reading in the hope of learning how to be a superstar, you’ll definitely pick up some handy pointers, but it’s not a wannabe’s blueprint. If you love reading glossy magazines filled with beautiful people, or you squeal in excitement at the lurid adventures of reality TV stars, then you’ll find plenty of historical comparisons to snack upon. Indeed, I hope you’ll be convinced that the rhythms of twenty-first-century celebrity culture aren’t new at all.

However, as the dutiful historian trussed up in my ceremonial tweed jacket (patches on the elbows, natch), I’m also going to try to convince you that the past was different. Some of the things mentioned in this book wouldn’t apply today, and much of modern celebrity fizzes with an energy that was impossible to produce in the past. But celebrity isn’t new. It can’t be. I’ve gazed at the vibrant, verdant foliage and, noticing the huge spread of its canopy, have gone digging for its deep-buried roots. Much like the joke about Hollywood actresses, celebrity can’t be as young as it claims to be. No tree grows that big, that fast.

Full disclosure: until a few years ago, I’d never bought a celebrity gossip magazine, didn’t watch reality TV, and believed there was only one Kardashian. Then I learned they’re a whole K-branded family. And then I learned some Kardashians are also Jenners, which really confuses Kardashian fans who find me on Twitter and assume I must be Kendall Jenner’s weird British cousin. I see them pop up in my timeline, I start the clock, and then I start tweeting arcane bits of historical trivia until they unfollow me. My record is fifty seconds. But, of course, I’m not a Kardashian; my bum is a deeply disappointing spectacle.

If I’m not an inveterate celebrity-watcher, how did I end up writing this book? Well, I’d intended to write the first biography of Bill Richmond, who was liberated from American slavery and became Britain’s first black sporting celebrity in the early 1800s.* That didn’t pan out. But I realised I’d been calling Richmond a celebrity without checking if such a concept had existed in 1811. As I began to interrogate the notion, I noticed that a whole field of scholarship had opened up over this exact territory. I’d accidentally blundered my way into the vanguard of a new historical movement, so I decided to pick up a banner and keep marching.

Until very recently, sociologists argued that celebrity was invented just over 100 years ago, in the flickering glimmer of early Hollywood. There had been fame before, sure, but the democratising technology of cinema transformed that into a new thing: celebrity. This is still a commonly held opinion, but a new generation of historians have pushed the genesis point back way beyond Hollywood; first to Oscar Wilde, then to Dickens, then Byron, then Sarah Siddons and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, then David Garrick. A few historians now teeter on the edge of the seventeenth century, and yet still find those familiar scorch marks where great lives burned bright. There’s even a wonderful ongoing debate about whether medieval saints might be considered celebrities, while the classicist Robert Garland has made an intriguing case for their existence in ancient Rome and Greece. So, celebrity invented in Hollywood? Pah! No way, mate.

That brings us to the obvious question: when did celebrity begin? I’m a natural coward, fleeing confrontation like a squirrel flees a Rottweiler, but, after four years of research, I’ve found myself convinced that it began in the early 1700s. Having accrued 1.4 million words of notes – by having devoured a mix of primary sources and a vast trove of scholarship by brilliant historians (without whom this book would’ve been impossible) – this book is my synthesis of celebrity’s overall trajectory, using cherry-picked case studies to speak for the wider trends.

History books are often straightforward chronologies, but I found that many celebrities adopted multiple, overlapping approaches to career maintenance: working hard to get discovered; doing interviews; being seen at big events; wearing distinctive clothes; controlling their image; utilising/resisting how their bodies were perceived; embarking on romances and feuds with fellow celebrities; attempting bold publicity stunts; trying to influence their coverage in the media; monetising their fame, or stopping others from doing it to them; inviting scandal, or desperately trying to suppress it; giving their fans access to their privacy while attempting to maintain a private life. These tactics cropped up so often that it seemed useful to make them the thematic keystones for each chapter, and you’ll see that many of the celebrities pop up in multiple chapters, as proof of how multifaceted celebrity is.

If the book’s structure is unorthodox, so is the range. My research scope has been very wide – terrifyingly so – and I was aghast at how much material there was to pick from. With so much ground to cover, and with classical fame extending back to the distant Bronze Age, I’ve drawn a demarcation line at 1950. This is roughly the threshold at which TV and pop music first appeared. Everything beyond this anniversary has been extensively covered by other writers, and you know about Elvis, and The Beatles, and Marilyn Monroe already, don’t you? If not, well, there are wonderful books on all of them. My aim is to tell you about the megastars you didn’t even know existed.

Of course, it was constantly tempting to compare the shiny starlets of today with those of the past, but – save for a few occasions – I’ll mostly let you do that for yourselves, because celebrity culture moves too damn fast. The average pop career lasts just four to six years1 and predicting longevity is tricky. I once saw a TV documentary forecasting the future presidency of Britney Spears, and though President Trump has since lowered the bar to ankle height, and then repeatedly set it on fire, that documentary naively assumed exponential fame was inevitable for a nubile popstar, forgetting that her appeal was built on youth. Alas, sex appeal often fades like our favourite pair of jeans. I very much doubt Britney will ever get the nuclear codes.

Youth isn’t essential to success, but I recommend thinking of celebrity as a form of harmless radioactivity. Celebs radiate awesome biology-altering power. They can’t cure cancer, or turn fish into terrifying multi-ocular mutants, but place a devoted fan near their idol and you’ll expect to see such symptoms as sweating, increased heart rate, gabbling, stunned silence, shrill screaming, hysterical crying, and uncontrollable lust. But that power wanes; the radioactive half-life kicks in. Though some can go the distance, not least the narrow-hipped, geriatric strut machine that is Mick Jagger, often the passage of time renders the former sex god into little more than an inert fleshbag in fancy togs. While the same fan, now many years older, may still be excited to meet a former hero, the heart palpitations will be gentler and other passers-by will simply shrug and shout: ‘Hey, didn’t you use to be famous …?’

Oh, and one last thing. You may think you know what a celebrity is, because I thought I did too. But trying to formally define it was like wrestling an octopus. Every time I grappled with an idea, another seven would curl menacingly around my throat. Authors are meant to be authoritative, unapologetic, and in control of their arguments, but I think it’s exciting to admit that a popular phenomenon so fundamental to our culture, and one obsessively consumed by billions, is more slippery than a fresh-caught eel. I’ll openly admit that Chapter 3, where I disentangle celebrity from fame and renown, is where I expect to be proven wrong, probably by someone who, shortly afterwards, will find themselves also proven wrong. All considered, I actually find that rather thrilling. The wonderful thing about history is that it’s constantly changing.

So, with caveats aside, here’s my definition of a celebrity which I’ll be using throughout the book:

CELEBRITY (noun): A unique persona made widely known to the public via media coverage, and whose life is publicly consumed as dramatic entertainment, and whose commercial brand is profitable for those who exploit their popularity, and perhaps also for themselves.

Okay, with that lodged in your mind, it’s time to begin our rummage through the annals of celebrity history. And I’d like to begin with the extraordinary story of my favourite historical celebrity; a man who, despite being a raging prat and a transatlantic scandal magnet, has somehow seduced me into rooting for him, some two centuries after his chaotic peak. Please allow me to introduce you to Edmund Kean, the unlikeliest of superstars …



* As it happens, soon after, an excellent biography, Richmond Unchained, was written by Luke G. Williams.
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