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Introduction

100 Entertainers Who Changed America. The title alone is fabulously intriguing and evocative and the kind of thing likely to fuel endless debate about the choices contained herein, and that’s just what a collection encompassing this topic should do. Indeed, in glancing over the table of contents, it’s easy to see how people might be just as excited to talk about who isn’t in here that they think should be as they are about those who actually made the cut. But who you are a fan of and who should be in these texts are not necessarily the same thing. There’s more to consider than the level of one’s popularity when assembling a collection of this nature. In fact, the biggest pitfall is the chance of confusing popularity with influence, and if you’re talking about actually changing American entertainment, influence is often overlooked even though it typically has far more importance than popularity, although the two are certainly not always mutually exclusive. By favoring the popular when deciding whom to include, one would run the risk of producing a fairly straightforward and predictable set of books, which defeats the purpose of this collection. So while there are surely some figures who would make it onto a list of the most popular American entertainers, by considering influence as the most important factor for inclusion in these volumes the resultant collection is more pleasingly motley, surprising, and contentiously engaging, which is why influence was of the utmost importance in determining just who to consider for 100 Entertainers Who Changed America. So in these pages you’ll find obvious choices such as Jerry Seinfeld, Walt Disney, Oprah Winfrey, and Ellen DeGeneres alongside less expected folks, including the likes of Shigeru Miyamoto, Agnes Nixon, and Simon Fuller, all of whom are profoundly influential, even though they aren’t necessarily household names, especially for folks under a certain age.

And even with this method of discernment in place, there’s a greater unexpected question the title raises: What, exactly, does “entertainment” entail, anyway? Of course, film, television, and recording stars will come into play, but what about athletes? Or novelists? Poets? Gossip columnists? A chef? And what about the people behind the scenes, who most people never even think about, but whose decisions often profoundly affect what the general public sees, hears, and reads? It’s incredibly hard to argue against the idea that all spheres of American life, including politics and even religion, have converged toward being entertainment, so by necessity the parameters for inclusion were expanded beyond film, TV, and popular music, the more traditional pillars of American entertainment, so as to create a more diverse list of entries.

Accordingly, alongside expected and deserving entries on people like Alfred Hitchcock, Roseanne Barr, Lucille Ball, and Bob Dylan are figures such as Amelia Earhart, who in addition to being a famous pilot was also among the first pop culture figures to use her celebrity to help promote a political agenda, which helped to change the nature of what entertainers could do from a social standpoint; Julia Child, who is perhaps contemporarily best remembered because of her oftimitated high-pitched voice, but whose television show brought foreign cuisine into American kitchens and surely paved the way for the endless parade of cooking shows that now permeate the airwaves; Lew Wasserman, whose behind the scenes deal-making changed the way movies and TV shows are packaged and sold; Michael Eisner, whose reign at Disney created the template company toward which all other media conglomerates now aspire; the so-called “gossipmongers,” Walter Winchell, Louella Parsons, and Hedda Hopper, the long-time writers of influential syndicated columns that are surely the progenitors of today’s ubiquitous tabloid culture; the Velvet Underground, about whose debut album it’s been said that only 15,000 copies were sold but that everyone who bought it started a band; likewise, the Grateful Dead, whose innovative way of marketing themselves, selling tickets, and allowing fans to trade bootlegs of their concerts created a community unto itself; and then there’s Jackie Robinson, whose breaking of Major League Baseball’s so-called “color line” not only changed American sports forever, but changed American society as well. Now that’s influence.

And while the above figures, and many other equally seemingly eclectic choices, made the final grade, their inclusion doesn’t mean that there’s an exact answer to the question of what, exactly, “entertainment” entails. I don’t pretend to have a definite formula, but the fact of the matter is that neither does anyone else in the world; after all, it’s not math—there’s no right or wrong here. But in assembling this collection, a variety of things have been taken into consideration, including both the longevity and breadth of one’s influence across popular culture, almost every component of which now falls loosely under the rubric of “entertainment.” Ultimately, it’s my hope that my valuing influence as a key component in deciding who to include in these volumes has resulted in an iconoclastic, entertaining, and thought-provoking list of entries, and that’s exactly as it should be.


A

ALI, MUHAMMAD (1942–)

By going against the grain, Muhammad Ali became well known for his persona in and out of the ring. For his personality, showmanship, ability, and humanitarianism, Ali’s list of awards are meaningful, but barely scratch the surface of his immense impact on history. He has been named Sports Illustrated’s “Sportsman of the Century” and BBC’s “Sports Personality of the Century,” both of which demonstrate his worldwide recognition. Perhaps Ali knew this all along, having dubbed himself “The Greatest … I’m the king of the world!” after his victorious battle with Sonny Liston at the age of 22. However, aside from winning and defending the heavyweight championship time and again, Ali lived up to his moniker for his tireless dedication to humanitarian efforts. Given his multifaceted personality and accomplishments, most Americans forget there was a time when Muhammad Ali was a detested figure, “a clean and sparkling bum” by some accounts (Olsen 1966). By placing his accomplishments within the context he lived in and exploring the deep racial divide in the United States, we can truly appreciate the current extent of his international fame and success.

Little did Odessa Grady Clay know that on January 17, 1942, she would give birth to a champion. Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. grew up during a time of great racial turmoil. In a previous era, African American boxer Jack Johnson also faced significant racial opposition and had to resort to traveling around the world and taunting white boxers in order to have a chance to become the first African American to win the World Championship title. After he won the World Heavyweight title in 1908 and then the “Fight of the Century” against James Jeffries in 1910, Johnson would find himself being chased by authorities for violating the Mann Act. He lived in exile for seven years but ultimately returned to the United States. Two years after the birth of Ali, Johnson died in a car accident after storming out of a diner that refused to serve him because of his race.

Muhammad Ali came of age in a racially tense environment, but rather than follow the standard public relations protocol that many African American sports figures did while operating in a white arena, Ali threw “the jive better than anybody” (Clay [Ali] 1964, n.p.). The sport of boxing was in a lull at the time, and Ali used his cocky showmanship to draw in viewers with his popular rhymes, such as “Float like a butterfly/sting like a bee/Your hands can’t hit/What your eyes can’t see,” as well as more inflammatory insults such as “[Joe] Frazier is so ugly he should donate his face to the US Bureau of Wildlife.” These invectives and jokes brought in big audiences who wanted to see the fighter behind such bold words. They also brought Ali personal fame and fans, as other fighters failed to draw attention to themselves in such a unique way.
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Muhammad Ali, 1964. (Library of Congress)

Ali’s confidence was not unfounded. He began boxing at the age of 12 with the help of trainer Fred Stoner and Joe Martin, a policeman who turned him to the gym to redirect anger over a stolen bicycle. In 1960, at only 18, Ali won the Amateur Athletic Union Light Heavyweight and Golden Gloves Heavyweight titles to go along with the Olympic Gold medal. He openly lauded his race and challenged the racial status quo in the United States candidly, loudly, and brazenly, much to the chagrin of white America. After winning the Olympic Gold, Ali was so proud that he wore it frequently. Shortly after returning from the games, he attempted to get a meal at a five-and-dime store in downtown Louisville, Kentucky. Despite winning an Olympic medal for the United States, he was refused service because of his race. As Ali stated, “I went all the way to Italy to represent my country, won a gold medal, and now I come back to America and can’t even get served at a five-and-dime store … That gold medal didn’t mean a thing to me if my black brothers and sisters were treated wrong in a country I was supposed to represent” (Adams, 2009, 48). Disgusted, angered, and outraged, Ali stormed out and allegedly threw his medal into the Ohio River.

The Nation of Islam (NOI), which began in 1930, has long been maligned in the United States, particularly for preaching black separatism, among other controversial teachings. After winning the heavyweight championship from Sonny Liston in 1964, Ali revealed to the press that he had become a member of the NOI. Although he was initially to be rechristened Cassius X, Elijah Muhammad, the leader of NOI at the time, had determined that he would instead become known as Muhammad Ali. Despite the announcement, most journalists refused to accept Ali’s conversion and subsequent name change because of the long-standing suspicion with which most Americans viewed the NOI. One of the few reporters who not only accepted Ali’s conversion but supported him was the outspoken sports announcer Howard Cosell. At the time, most boxing announcers refused to call Ali by his new name, save for Don Dunphy. Even years after his name change, many journalists, in and outside of sports, refused to acknowledge it (Wallace 2000).

The antagonism between white America and Ali is best demonstrated in sports writing, which was largely dominated by Caucasian writers. In a famed five-part Sports Illustrated series in 1966 by Jack Olsen, hostility arising from the perceived transgressions of Ali is revealed. In 1968, Olsen would go on to write “The Black Athlete—A Shameful Story,” which suggested that black athletes were subject to perpetual stereotypes and a “new type of bondage.” However, Olsen took great issue with Ali’s immersion in the Nation of Islam and his subsequent views of whites. As Olsen states, Ali “has erected a sort of racial curtain that screens whites out of his emotional life. A white man’s name is of no importance to him, nor are ‘whiteys’ themselves, except insofar as they can further his career.” Ultimately, Olsen labels Ali “a hardheaded bigot who can be more unpleasant than his critics imagined” and ends the article on notes of concern from close friends and family in regard to Ali’s affiliation with the NOI.

Ali was keenly aware of the paradox of his career and noted that “boxing is a lot of white men watching two black men beat each other up.” Despite the largely white audience he fought in front of, he was not afraid to challenge racial boundaries, even risking his career and income. Once Ali stated, “[w]e’ve been brainwashed. Everything good is supposed to be white … Tarzan, the king of the jungle in black Africa, he’s white … Angel food cake is the white cake, but the Devil’s food cake is chocolate” (Hauser 1992, 188). His remark demonstrated the binary of racial thinking in the United States.

However, despite being consciously aware of racial discourse in the United States, he imparted some of the same racial sentiments he worked to avoid. Despite Ali’s desire for empowerment of African Americans, Ali used racial slurs and epithets against other African American boxers. He pitted himself against other African American boxers to prove that he was the best, and specifically better than fellow African American opponents: “Little kids in the alleys and slums of Florida and New York, they can come and see me where they never could walk up on Patterson and Liston. Can’t see them niggers when they come to town! So the white man sees the power in this” (Olsen 1966). Ali chose to denigrate his opponents from esteemed fellow boxers to “them niggers.” He channeled the racism aimed at him and deflected it onto other African American boxers. His mixed feelings were not limited to the ring. Ebony readers were quick to respond to Ali’s inconsistency in thought and action, noticing that he claimed that “Black is best” but then boasted of his success in straightening his son’s hair (“Letters” 1972).

A decade later, Ali was still practicing the same antics. While preparing to fight Joe Frazier in their 1975 bout in Manila, he remarked, “It will be a killa … and a chilla … and a thrilla … when I get the gorilla in Manila.” While one has to admit the rhyme is catchy, labeling Frazier a “gorilla” is the same type of demeaning racialized insult that was routinely hurled against Ali and so many other African Americans. While proclaiming “Black is best,” he had to ensure that he was the “best black,” even at the expense of exposing and criticizing the “blackness” of his opponents. To prevent others from labeling him as a gorilla or other forms of racialized insults, Ali pushed these stereotypes onto his African American opponents. While his lyrical instigations before fights were encouraged by boxing promoters looking to bring attention back to the sport, they were largely ineffective in preventing Ali from being the target of insult. The revelation that he was “a convert to the Black Muslims” led sportswriters and commentators to “not view the fighters objectively” and ridicule him (Nipson 1964).

Ali gained his fame because he was outspoken, charming, and witty, but sportscasters were generally uneasy in dealing with him after he aligned with the Nation of Islam—a black separatist movement. However, Ali, once celebrated for his humor and outrageous talk, was now being denigrated for these qualities as he began to go on tirades on the Vietnam War. Once classified as I-Y, as he was reclassified as 1-A and fit for draft into the war, his long-winded speeches about his success, financial gains, and need to receive a 1-Y draft classification were not met well by a public also nervous about how the draft would impact them. These unified concerns about the war, the draft, and his new membership in an organization that was known for being antiwhite made Ali a target for public scorn.

However, as he had become a worldwide figure, views of him differed considerably from nation to nation. Ali fought Karl Mildenberger, the European Heavyweight Champion, in September 1966. Even though the fight took place in Mildenberger’s native Germany, Ali was met with resounding cheers. Surprisingly, the few boos he faced were likely from American GIs stationed in the area. While most GIs agreed that finding a way to avoid service was common, and as one GI said “[m]ore power to him,” the majority of GIs claimed that their resentment of Ali was in regard to “his insistence on being mouthy about it and, for such a long time, about everything else” (Kane 1966, n.p.). While Ali’s initial jabs that drove viewers to the ring were about his speed, beauty, and skill against other fighters, the “everything else” mentioned must include Ali’s incorporation of African American rights and pride, resistance to the war, and/or his adoption of Islam. However, considering some of the ways that Ali spoke about his reclassification from 1-Y to 1-A with Bob Halloran in a 1966 television interview, one can see that a racial divide was exacerbated by a class divide: “Now they had 30 men to pick from in Louisville, and I’m also sure that there are at least 30 young men that they could have picked from. Instead they picked out the heavyweight champion of the whole world.… Why me? A man who pays the salary of at least 50,000 men in Vietnam, a man who the government gets $6 million from a year from two fights …” (Olsen 1966). Ali fought that night with Germans cheering him on and fellow Americans hoping for his failure. However, what was largely kept out of the mainstream press at the time was that Muhammad Ali’s alliance with the Nation of Islam so angered J. Edgar Hoover that Ali suddenly became fit for war due to his “unpatriotic” speech and actions (Wallace 2000).

Sports writers in particular were brutal in their characterization of Ali. Many used his refusal to be drafted into the Vietnam War as a launching pad for their tirade on his character, lifestyle, and subsequent view of African Americans. Although he initially failed the army’s qualifying test in 1964, the revised tests of 1966 moved him from a 1-Y to a 1-A classification for the draft. Still, Ali was not kept from preferential treatment and was offered to be placed into a reservist unit. Because of his fame, he was also offered a variety of noncombat touring positions to entertain the troops. This was not uncommon, as athletes, “among other special groups,” comprised a much higher absence rate from the services, a practice both condemned and condoned by the public (Lipsyte 1968, 20). Accepting a position as an entertainer would have saved him years of legal battles, financial difficulties, and the anger of a nation, but Ali refused to serve because of his legitimate conscientious objection to war.

On April 28, 1967, Ali refused to step forward when his names, both Cassius Clay and Muhammad Ali, were called. He acknowledged possible felony punishment for failure to step forward and continued to refuse based on his religious convictions. Less than two months later, after 20 minutes of deliberation by an all-white jury, Ali was sentenced to the maximum five years’ imprisonment and $10,000 fine for refusing to be drafted. The prosecution, led by U.S. Attorney Morton Susman, noted that Ali had only “a minor traffic offense” on his record and offered no objection to a lighter sentence, especially since the average sentence in similar cases was only 18 months. However, Susman pointed to Ali’s religious conversion and association with the Nation of Islam as reasons for his recent downfall—both the “draft evasion” and his recent title fight loss, which likely led to his significantly steeper penalty (Waldron 1967).

Newspaper coverage of the trial often noted the severity of Ali’s punishment in comparison with others, but he was pictured as “the deposed heavyweight champion” whose “step was as jaunty as ever as he walked from the courtroom … [and] held hands with two young women.” Ali “paid no attention to the legal maneuvering during the day. He sat at the defense table, drawing and chewing gum” (“Muhammad Ali Draft Case” 1971, B6). Ali was seen as violating acceptable societal boundaries and faced harsher punishment for attempting to use spaces deemed appropriate for “whites only” by using mass media to present pro–African American rhetoric, refusing to serve in the Vietnam War, and—most offensive at the time—becoming a member of the NOI.

Ali’s title and ability to fight were stripped from him minutes after he was convicted of draft evasion in 1967. He lost the ability to fight during the prime of his career, costing him millions of dollars and resulting in a very long legal battle. The draft conviction was finally overturned on June 28, 1971, and was met with mixed response. Some viewed the unanimous Supreme Court ruling as “yet another elaboration of basic civil rights … a reassuring action at a time when some citizens are convinced that the nation has … lost its principles” (“Muhammad Ali Draft Case” 1971, B6). The same article in the Los Angeles Times goes on to suggest that it “corrects a concern that in the original criminal action Ali was a victim of his color, reputation and affiliations” (1971, B6). A New York Times article framed his fight as “his battle for black freedom.” Ali was quoted as actively working “to whup all the hypocrites in the power structure … and carrying the hopes of … 30 million black people” (Cady 1971, 24). Ali, victorious after a long battle, began to be humanized again as the public respected his clean living lifestyle and began to reflect a newfound concern for civil rights.

There is a stark change in journalism from the time Ali’s fight with the draft board began to the 1971 articles relating the final outcome. Sentiments regarding his battle were seen as symbolic of the struggle encountered by most African Americans. The Los Angeles Times commentary on Ali’s victory in the legal arena ends on a hopeful note: “The decision may not restore [Ali’s] faith in the American system. But it will reassure many” (1971, B6). This marked a new point in American history when dissenting opinion was tolerated as the Vietnam War became less popular and the fight for the rights of various groups became more popular. This is not to say that racism was erased from American society, but rather there was more sympathy generated for these various causes.

Leading up to the official overturning of the draft conviction, in November 1970, Ali victoriously came away from a match with Jerry Quarry in Atlanta. This signaled a new point not only in Ali’s career, but also in American racial, social, and political politics. However, the victory was short-lived; Ali lost his heavyweight championship title in 1971 to Joe Frazier. The loss was an incredible blow to Ali. However, he returned to the ring with even more drive, ultimately winning North American Boxing Federation, World Boxing Council, and World Boxing Association World Heavyweight titles, thus securing his title as “The Greatest.”

Nineteen seventy-five was a landmark year for Muhammad Ali. It was the year of the famed “Thrilla in Manila” fight with Joe Frazier. Ali had been boxing professionally for 15 years at this point and commemorated it with the release of his autobiography, The Greatest: My Own Story. This year also signaled his conversion to Sunni Islam. A division in the Nation of Islam had caused some followers to align with traditional Sunni Islam as W. D. Muhammad, the son of Elijah Muhammad, had.

Ali would ultimately lose only 5 of 61 fights during his career. After losing his heavyweight title to Leon Spinks in 1978, he would go on to win it back and then declare retirement. Unfortunately, he came out of retirement, once in 1980 and then the following year, only to lose to Larry Holmes and Trevor Berbick, respectively. After the Berbick fight, murmurs began about Ali’s slower response times. In 1982, he was being treated by Dr. Dennis Cope for Pugilistic Parkinsonism. With medication, Ali was able to maintain a high quality of life but could not shake off the public perception of him as damaged goods as a result of too many fights. In an interview with Peter Tauber of the New York Times, Ali stated: “If I had won my last two fights—if I had no problem, people would be afraid of me. Now they feel sorry for me. They thought I was Superman. Now they can say, ‘He’s human, like us. He has problems’ ” (1988, 66). Articles in the following years would often take a similar tack. Ali is aware of the softening effect on public perception that Parkinson’s disease has had. In a 1993 interview with Davis Miller of the Seattle Times, Miller asked him why that perception had changed so much. Ali responded jokingly, “ ‘because I’m baaaddd,’ but then holds up his shaking left hand, spreads its fingers and says, ‘It’s because of this. I’m more human now.’ ”

This is not to say that Ali’s own views haven’t changed over time, altering his image. He has often been quoted as saying, “The man who views the world at 50 the same as he did at 20 has wasted 30 years of his life” (Tangen 2005, 309). Ali’s conversion to Sunni Islam in 1975 and his separation from the extremist views of the Black Muslims had certainly helped his public image. In the mid-2000s, Ali began embracing Sufism, whose teachings were interwoven into an updated 2004 autobiographical book with his daughter, Hana Yasmeen Ali, titled The Soul of a Butterfly: Reflections of Life’s Journey. Despite his personal battle with Parkinson’s disease, Ali spends a significant amount of his year traveling to support canceling third world debt, raising money to feed hungry children, and raising awareness for humanitarian needs in Afghanistan and other struggling countries.

Recent articles often give a cursory overview of Ali’s life, beginning with the theft of his bicycle as the reason for his initial exposure to the ring as a young child, and ending with a list of the humanitarian organizations he works with today. One of the most glaring omissions from otherwise more inclusive recent stories about Muhammad Ali is his famed “I ain’t got no quarrel with no Viet Cong, anyway. They never called me nigger” response to the draft. When referenced, a shortened form commonly appears: “I ain’t got no quarrel with those Viet Cong” (Cummings 2009). Consciously leaving out the latter part of the message, “They never called me nigger,” reduces the power and meaning of Ali’s refusal to join the military and is part of a larger trend of softening Ali’s image and making him more palatable. Eliminating a large amount of his racialized speech refocuses him as an American hero who stood up for his moral convictions, rather than an angry African American protesting what he saw as the racist policies of the U.S. government.

The complete “Viet Cong” statement places Ali firmly in the time period of the civil rights movement and racial unrest in the United States. Based on centuries of oppression and slavery in a not-so-distant past, he expressed resentment for having to fight a war for a people that had oppressed him against a people that had caused him no harm, which Ali expressed as, “Why should they ask me to put on a uniform and go ten thousand miles from home and drop bombs and bullets on brown people in Vietnam while so-called Negro people in Louisville are treated like dogs and denied simple human rights?” (Ezra 2005, 125). Most Americans feel uncomfortable around the word “nigger” for obvious reasons, but by removing it from Ali’s powerful speech, he is slowly being rendered as safe and palatable, and the intensity of his conviction and the power of his speech are lost through nostalgic media representation.

More recent news articles offer an in-depth examination of the racism he had to contend with and have become more racially sensitive. Instead of being characterized as a “stereotypical Southern Negro mammy” (Olsen 1966), Ali’s mother is now described as a woman with “a pretty, oval-shaped face … wearing a yellow paisley dress and … smells of flour” (Miller 1993). Characterizations of Ali, his life, and statements have changed over time, both revealing and hiding racism. At the 1996 Olympic Games, he received a replacement medal for the one that was supposedly tossed into the Ohio River. However, during the Olympic presentation ceremony, the sportscaster Bob Costas discredited the story of his original medal as “apocryphal,” saying the medal had simply been “misplaced.” Costas acknowledged the racism Ali endured and agreed that he was most likely denied service at a diner; however, he gives no further information about the missing medal other than to quickly assure viewers that it was misplaced and not part of a protest (“1996 Atlanta Olympics”).

Reexaminations of Ali’s life are often brought on by nostalgia for boxing as a national spectacle, those wishing to revisit the civil rights movement, or by anniversaries of milestones in Ali’s illustrious career. One common strand among these news reports is their focus on the effects that Parkinson’s disease has on the former heavyweight champion, rather than the powerful ideological force he was and still is. However, to truly honor his legacy, it is necessary to remember the rigid racial binary that consumed America during Ali’s rise and demonstrate the incredible fearlessness he showed while standing up to the draft board, the press, and an unsympathetic public. In order to accurately remember Ali and the tumultuous part of American history he touched, we must not allow the language that surrounds him to become bland and impotent, nor to focus on his current physical condition instead of his current humanitarian efforts. Muhammad Ali has always been known for his clever, powerful speech, and we must not allow our discomfort in remembering him to fog over his words.

Rahima Schwenkbeck

References and Additional Resources

Adams, Luther. 2009. “Ali, Muhammad.” In Encyclopedia of African American History: 1896 to the Present, Vol. 1, edited by Paul Finkelman, 47–50. New York: Oxford University Press.

Cady, Steve. 1971. “Winner by Decision.” New York Times, June 29, 24.

Clay, Cassius (Muhammad Ali). 1964. “I’m a Little Special.” Sports Illustrated, February 24. Web.

Cummings, Denis. 2009. “On This Day: Muhammad Ali Convicted of Draft Evasion.” Finding Dulcinea, June 20. Web.

Ezra, Michael. 2005. Muhammad Ali: The Making of an Icon. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Hauser, Thomas. 1992. Muhammad Ali: His Life and Times. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Hauser, Thomas. 2003. “The Living Flame.” The Observer, November 2. Web.

Kane, Martin. 1966. “A Muslim Ministers to a Southpaw.” Sports Illustrated, September 19. Web.

“Letters—Muhammad Ali.” 1972. Ebony, December. Web.

Lipsyte, Robert. 1968. “Sports of the Times: Uniform Changes.” New York Times, January 27.

Miller, Davis. 1993. “Still Larger Than Life—To Millions, Muhammad Ali Will Always Be the Champ.” Seattle Times, September 12. Web.

“The Muhammad Ali Draft Case.” 1971. Los Angeles Times, June 30, B6.

“1996 Atlanta Olympics—Muhammad Ali Receives Lost Medal.” Bob Costas, host. Atlanta, GA.

1996 US v. Yugoslavia Olympic Basketball Game. Web.

Nipson, Herb. 1964. “How Good Is Cassius Clay?” Ebony, April. Web.

Olsen, Jack. 1966. “A Case of Conscience.” Sports Illustrated, April 11. Web.

Tangen, Bill. 2005. Choices: Memoirs of a Sportswriter. West Conshohocken, PA: Infinity.

Tauber, Peter. 1988. “Ali: Still Magic.” New York Times, July 17, 22–23, 66, 71.

Waldron, Martin. 1967. “Clay Guilty in Draft Case; Gets Five Years in Prison.” New York Times, June 27. Web.

Wallace, Max. 2000. “Today’s Athlete’s Owe Everything to Ali.” New York Times, April 30. Web.

When We Were Kings. 1996. Directed by Leon Gast. Polygram, et al. Film.

ALLEN, WOODY (1935–)

The single most important aspect in a bookish, pop-culture-obsessed, comedy nerd’s life is finding something few others have heard about and spreading it to a select group of like-minded friends. If you’re not one for inside jokes, or if forming de facto cabals in the basements and cafeterias of suburban America is not your default response to seeing/reading/hearing something that revs up your engines, you might not appreciate the deathly serious significance of such a move. If you can quote every line from Monty Python and the Holy Grail (Gilliam and Jones 1975), you understand. If you yell, “Everything’s coming up Milhouse!” whenever anything even remotely goes your way, you’re in good company. If your default reaction to such people is an eye roll or an exasperated sigh, well then, your mother was a hamster and your father smelt of elderberries. In short, you either get such oddly specific cultural obsessions or you don’t. If you’re not one of us, there’s no need to keep reading. But if you are—and judging by the fact that this book has found its way into your hands, there’s a good chance you’re one of us—you’re about to find out why Woody Allen (born Allan Konigsberg) is the epitome of bookish, pop-culture-obsessed, comedy nerd cool.

I know what you’re thinking—“Who doesn’t know Woody Allen? Everyone’s seen Annie Hall!”—but stay with me. The numbers themselves are staggering. As of this writing, Allen’s IMDb.com page lists 69 writing credits (TV, movie, and stage play), from his 1950 work on the television variety show The Colgate Comedy Hour starring Dean Martin, Jerry Lewis, and Al Goodman to Blue Jasmine (2013), starring Cate Blanchett and Alec Baldwin. He has 48 credits as a director, beginning with What’s Up, Tiger Lily? (1966) up to the aforementioned, Blue Jasmine, and 44 acting roles, beginning way back with Clive Donner and Richard Talmadge’s What’s New Pussycat (1965)—for which Allen wrote the screenplay—about a young playboy who doesn’t want to give up his gad-about-town existence in order to marry his true love, and seeks the help of quite the odd psychoanalyst. In the large majority of his films, Allen has written, directed, and served as the male lead. He has won four Oscars, most recently for Best Writing, Original Screenplay for Midnight in Paris (2011). He also received Best Screenplay nods for Hannah and Her Sisters (1986) and Annie Hall (1977), with Annie Hall resulting in his first, and as yet only, Academy Award for Best Director, and has racked up an astounding 106 awards and 123 nominations over his 47-year career in film. Once again, Allen is credited as having directed 48 films, with his first directing credit in 1966. Forty-eight films directed in 46 years. Simple math dictates a yearly premiere of a new Woody Allen film is pretty much guaranteed, and after scouring the premiere dates of his films, the only years since his directorial debut in 1966 that the silver screen has been absent one of his directorial creations are 1981, 1976, 1974, 1970, 1968, and 1967. This is not to say he was idle during these years, as he starred in Casino Royale (along with Billy Wilder and Peter Sellers, he was one of the seven uncredited writers of the movie, as well) and wrote and starred in the TV movie The World: Color It Happy in 1967, wrote the screenplay for What’s New Pussycat? and starred in the TV series Hot Dog in 1970, starred as the man-de-guerre for blackballed TV writers in The Front in 1976, and adapted his short story “Mr. Big” into the short film The Subtil Concept in 1981. None of that is even taking into account his touring the country as a stand-up comic or writing humorous short stories and essays for The New Yorker regularly until the ’80s. Discounting directors of pornographic films, since his directorial debut, no one has been more prolific than Woody Allen.
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Woody Allen, 2007. (AP Photo/Carolyn Kaster)

According to Graham McCann in his 1990 book Woody Allen: New Yorker, Allen’s film oeuvre began with experiments in genre parody and progressed to semiautobiographical works—claiming the former period ended in 1975 with his parody of nineteenth-century Russian literature, Love and Death. There have certainly been elements of parody in Allen’s films since 1975, for example: A Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy (1982) has a title that alludes to Shakespeare and is itself loosely based on Ingmar Bergman’s Smiles of a Summer Night (1955); the self-parodying and metafictional Deconstructing Harry (1997); Midnight in Paris (2011), which mocks the lives and work of such luminaries as F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Luis Bunuel, and many others. And it could be argued that his most famous film, Annie Hall (1977), is loosely adapted from George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion—not to mention the multiple crime and whodunit parodies that Allen returned to after McCann’s work was published, such as Manhattan Murder Mystery (1993), Bullets Over Broadway (1994), Sweet and Lowdown (1999), Small Time Crooks (2000), and The Curse of the Jade Scorpion (2001). However, despite the multiple examples that run contrary to McCann’s claim, in general, this reading of the intent of Allen’s films holds water.

His first six feature films revel in parody and the absurd, with the conventions of a particular genre serving as the framework for Allen to play around with, often compounding his genre-specific parodying jokes with the machine-gun rapid fire of his non sequiturs and absurdist humor. In What’s Up, Tiger Lily? (1966), Allen teamed up with oft-used writing partner Mickey Rose, love interest Louise Lasser, and others to write the first redubbed comedy (by redubbed, I mean they took a Japanese James Bond-esque action film, International Secret Police: Key of Keys and removed all the audio and penned in its place an absurdist script revolving around the secret recipe for the world’s greatest egg salad). His experiments in parody continued with his next film, Take the Money and Run (1969), which mocked the documentary style in following the life of failed criminal Virgil Starkwell—whose crimes are always ironically foiled by his own status as a schlemiel. Virgil’s first attempt at a bank robbery goes comically wrong due to unclear penmanship, where “gun” is read as “gub”; his second is ruined when another gang is already holding up the bank (and the customers vote in favor of the other robbers); and a would-be-successful jailbreak is thwarted when the gun Starkwell had fashioned out of a bar of soap and some shoe polish foams up in the rain. Bananas (1971) plays around with South American revolutionary leaders; Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Sex *But Were Afraid to Ask (1972) is a series of sexually absurd sketches based on the book of the same title by David Reuben; Sleeper (1973) parodies futuristic science fiction (packed with Orgasmatron booths and sex orbs); and Love and Death (1975) skewers the nineteenth-century Russian formalism of Dostoyevsky. For comedy nerds, these six films are masterworks of absurdist comedy and the parodic form.

By and large, his films post 1977 represented a seismic change in Allen’s filmic sensibilities and were indicative of an urge to distance himself from comedy and produce high art. Of course, as McCann observed, this pushed his filmic efforts from the playful absurd parodies to serious ostensibly autobiographical film—though, once again, there are many exceptions to such a contention in Allen’s filmography. If you like the serious soul searching of Manhattan (1979), a film that predated, and yet explained perfectly, what would happen with Soon Yi Previn, you probably don’t appreciate a scene in which Gene Wilder makes love to a sheep, seen in Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Sex *But Were Afraid to Ask (1972). If you’re a fan of Hannah and Her Sisters (1986), you’re probably not going to think of the “Hey Ralph, how much is a copy of Orgasm?” scene in Bananas (1971) every time you see a magazine rack. There’s nothing wrong with this; you’re just not a comedy nerd. We’ll both agree that Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989) is an unquestioned masterpiece.

Ask Allen to name the directors that influenced his films, and he’ll gladly discuss at length the works of Bergman, Fellini, Chaplin, and others. However, in line with his on-screen persona of the self-deprecating schlemiel, Allen is loath to place himself in the category of a cinematic master, or auteur, and in Robert B. Weide’s 2012 PBS documentary banally titled Woody Allen: A Documentary (part of their American Masters series), he further claims to not believe he’s had much of an influence on contemporary film. He may very well believe that, but he’d be wrong.

Woody Allen has influenced comedy and film in a myriad of ways. Among them are the following four: (1) He is the unquestioned pioneer of the “mockumentary” style seen so often in film and television today, as Take the Money and Run (1969) and Zelig (1983) led to everything from Spinal Tap (1984) (and all subsequent Christopher Guest movies) to the single-camera, confessional-style sitcoms The Office (2001), Modern Family (2009), and Parks and Recreation (2009); (2) The perfection of the non-sequitur joke: moving from the “rule of three” to the cutaway-style joke seen so often in Seth McFarland’s cartoon creations; (3) Putting the intensely personal on the screen (and not hiding it one iota): in effect, removing the “fallacy” from the “intentional fallacy”; and (4) His proliferation of the long-form storytelling style of stand-up comedy. There’s a reason he was dubbed “The Stand-Up Flaubert,” after all (Leonard 1980, C23).

According to blogger Trevor Gilks of everywoodyallenmovie.com, even the recent wave of highly improvised comedy in television and film—from Larry David’s Curb Your Enthusiasm (2000–present), Rob Reiner’s This Is Spinal Tap (1984), and Christopher Guest’s mockumentaries like Waiting for Guffman (1996), Best in Show (2000), and A Mighty Wind (2003), where most scenes are written only conceptually and the actual dialogue emerges from organic set pieces of improvisation, to more conventionally scripted sitcoms such as Parks and Recreation (2009–present) and The Office (2005–2013), where actors are encouraged to add in improvised material to the scripted dialogue—was heavily influenced by Woody Allen’s directorial style. Gilks claims, “Diane Keaton recalled showing up to set on Annie Hall and seeing a brand new script page for the first time, or filming a scene with no script at all. Numerous actors since, all the way up to Owen Wilson in 2011, report similar experiences.”

Clearly, the man is not exactly unknown, or even only known in certain circles (though only the most hardcore of comedy nerds can name which of Allen’s films included frequent cutaways to songs played in concert by the Lovin’ Spoonful. That would be Allen’s 1966 absurdist, dubbed-in comedy, What’s Up, Tiger Lily?). However prolific he has been—and he’s been perhaps the most prolific writer/director of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century by pure volume alone—there are still Woody Allen creations that are only known to comedy nerds of the highest caliber. I am referring to his collections of short fiction culled largely from stories he had originally published in The New Yorker:
Getting Even (1971), Without Feathers (1976), and Side Effects (1981); books that the middle-school version of me discovered buried in the back of my father’s bookcase, read voraciously more times than I can count, and then circulated among my comedy nerd peers like an airborne pathogen.

To this day, when I run into my old friends from middle school and early high school, it’s not uncommon for them to address me as Andrew “The Logical Positivist” Banecker—a particularly absurd mafia nickname in the short “A Look at Organized Crime” (1971)—or for us to discuss in frightening detail the process the Earl of Sandwich went through while creating the portable meal named after him—from “Yes, But Can the Steam Engine Do This?” (1971). The women by our respective sides share knowing, exasperated glances. Further, these books have become such an ingrained part of my identity that I have given them as presents to every single girlfriend I’ve ever had. If they’re not completely enthralled with them, the relationship is effectively over. A person must have standards, after all.

Of course, something doesn’t achieve comedy nerd object of obsession status by catching the eye of four suburban New Jersey middle-schoolers alone. Rather, much like Louis C. K. having achieved comedy nerd fame for being a “comedian’s comedian” for years before his television show Louie exposed him to the masses, these three books of short stories, humorous essays, and one-act plays have long been circulated among stand-up comedians on the road. To wit, on a November 12, 2010, podcast interview with stand-up comics Randy and Jason Sklar, writer, actor, and “comedian’s comedian” himself Patton Oswalt—while on a promotional tour of his 2011 book, Zombie, Spaceship, Wasteland—stated matter-of-factly, “I actually went back and read Getting Even and Without Feathers before I started writing this […] those books still loom heavily over the comedy landscape.” Six months later, on another episode of the Sklars’ podcast (Sklarbro Country), while discussing his upcoming book, This Is a Book (2011), fellow cerebral stand-up comedian Demetri Martin also claimed to have been heavily influenced by these three Woody Allen collections. Strangely enough, Allen didn’t appear to view his books as anything but childish fluff, and after Side Effects, he stopped contributing humorous shorts to The New Yorker for decades so he could concentrate on “serious” films (why, Woody, why?!?!). In a 1980 conversation with his New Yorker editor, Roger Angell, the following back-and-forth took place:



	Angell:
	 
	“I certainly hope you’re not one of those writers who think humor isn’t important enough for a man to be remembered for.”



	  Allen:
	 
	“I am.”



	Angell:
	 
	“Writing humor is a serious business […] Do you mean it’s not serious enough for you?”



	  Allen:
	 
	“I do mean that.” (Meade 2000, 74)




However, Allen’s short fiction in particular seems to argue for the potential of comedy as a serious subversive force. As Sanford Pinsker (1981) claims, Allen’s “humor depends on juxtaposition of a special sort: High Brow ideas and gritty urban details are forced to share floor space in the same paragraph” (748). In his comic essay “Remembering Needleman,” from the 1981 collection Side Effects, Allen employs the conflation of seriousness and silliness to deal with death. He opens with the yoking together of the morbid and the juvenile: “It has been four weeks and it is still hard for me to believe Sandor Needleman is dead. I was present at the cremation and at his son’s request, brought the marshmallows, but few of us could think of anything but our pain” (Side Effects 3). Of course, absurd, or silly, humor has often been denigrated, or at least not given the credit it’s due in its ability to subvert. Eliot Oring claims: “It has been maintained that unlike absurd drama, the absurd joke makes no reference beyond itself. It designates or captures no aspect of reality” (1992, 26). That this process slides below the radar of even the most diligent reader, and the joke is seen as nothing but carefully crafted silliness, is precisely why the technique is so powerful. In effect, the stealth existential assertion is blindly accepted by the reader as an objective truth through the act of laughter. This, if you will, is evidence of the true, subversive power of silly humor.

In “The Schmeed Memoirs” (from the 1971 collection Getting Even), Allen employs a particularly bold allegory to the Nuremberg trials—and the accompanying ethos of “I was just following orders” that permeated the transcripts of witness stand testimonials. He puts Hitler’s barber, Schmeed, on the stand, and what results is a string of unbelievable, and subversively hostile, non sequiturs:

I have been asked if I was aware of the moral implications of what I was doing. As I told the tribunal at Nuremberg, I did not know that Hitler was a Nazi. The truth was that for years I thought he worked for the phone company. When I finally did find out what a monster he was, it was too late to do anything, as I had made a down payment on some furniture. Once, toward the end of the war, I did contemplate loosening the Fuhrer’s neck-napkin and allowing some tiny hairs to get down his back, but at the last minute my nerve failed me. (Getting Even 16)

In effect, Schmeed’s ignorance, and subsequent inability to act on his desires to right a wrong—a direct, tongue-in-cheek metaphor for the mind-set of those who are complacent in the proliferation of atrocities—are handled with the deftness of a Las Vegas magician, with comic misdirection and absurdist non sequiturs masking the true subversive nature of Allen’s message.

According to David Galef, “In these sketches, Allen’s idée fixe is the cerebral at war with itself, an intellectual attack on the overly intellectual” (1999, 148). It’s well known that Woody Allen was kicked out of both NYU and City College of New York, and never received his degree. Further, “it’s no coincidence that much of Allen’s humor appeals to the intellectual even as it derides the academy. In fact, his early material is still loyally repeated at universities, where the apocryphal story of his expulsion from NYU has become a classic: ‘I cheated on my metaphysics final. I looked within the soul of the boy sitting next to me’ ” (qtd. in Galef 1999, 148).

Hence, Allen’s wit is fueled by the academy that spurned him and now—irony of ironies—teaches his work. (Not as much as it should, though, I’d like to point out. His films—though rarely his absurdly comic films such as Take The Money and Run and What’s Up, Tiger Lily?—are taught in screenwriting and film classes, and his short story, “The Kugelmass Episode” is anthologized in most respectable collections of American short fiction, but, by and large, his earlier works, particularly the two collections discussed in this essay and a third collection of humorous essays, short stories, and plays that’s sandwiched chronologically between the two—Without Feathers—are largely neglected by the academy.) For example, consider his attack on the academy in “The Discovery and Use of the Fake Ink Blot,” where Allen lined up his target and fired by presenting scientific discoveries as nothing more than the repackaging of the obvious, thereby rendering them absurd: “The first ink blots, it was learned, were crude, constructed to eleven feet in diameter and fooled nobody. However, with the discovery of the concept of smaller sizes by a Swiss physicist, who proved that an object of a particular size could be reduced in size simply by ‘making it smaller,’ the fake ink blot came into its own” (Getting Even, 101). Here, once again, Woody Allen is presenting himself as an intellectual schlemiel—a common rube who becomes obsessed with the trivial aspects of human history. Much like his masked attack on Hitler and Nazi Germany in “The Shmeed Memoirs,” however, all this self-deprecating comedy is an act designed to belittle the very institution that shunned him. As Sanford Pinsker (1981) claims: “Modern life disturbs him, and humor is an effective means—possibly the only one left—to say something about it […] Modern man, for example, is defined as ‘any person born after Nietzsche’s edict that “God is dead,” but before the hit recording “I Wanna Hold Your Hand.” ’ If you recognize both allusions, you are likely a candidate for Allen’s humor. On the other hand, if Nietzsche’s canon is more familiar to you than Beatles albums, you might prefer to get your intellectual sophistication somewhere else” (747).

In other words, humor is Allen’s platform to expose the disturbing absurdity of modern life; and the non-sequitur, self-deprecating humor, and the self-conscious act of presenting himself as an intellectual schlemiel are his chosen rhetorical devices for accomplishing this. In any case, his unsurpassed silliness borders on genius, and with each subsequent reading of his wondrously absurd short stories, essays, and sketches or watching of one of his many cinematic masterpieces, I must come to the same conclusion about Woody Allen as a comic force as his narrator discerned in “Conversations with Helmholtz,” after jotting down Helmholtz’s final insights:



	On the human condition:
	“If man were immortal, do you realize what his meat bills would be?”



	On religion:
	“I don’t believe in an afterlife, although I am bringing a change of underwear.”



	On literature:
	“All literature is a footnote to Faust. I have no idea what I mean by that.” I am convinced Helmholtz is a very great man. (Getting Even 91)




Andrew H. Banecker
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APATOW, JUDD (1967–)

Walking out of a packed theatre and into a rainy East Village evening after seeing Bridesmaids (Feig 2011), the usual post-movie crowd lingered for idle discussion before hailing cabs and heading to the subway. A common string of questions echoed throughout the scattered clumps of men and women: “Wait, did Judd Apatow direct this film?” “I think he wrote it?” “No, didn’t he cowrite it?” “Wasn’t he the producer?” These questions are easily answered with a quick online search, or simply reading the credits at the beginning and end of the film. Kristen Wiig and Annie Mumolo penned the script, Paul Feig directed, and Judd Apatow produced. However, these questions’ presence point to a more interesting issue. The phrase “A Judd Apatow Production” can be applied to such a large swath of films, in diverse and overlapping roles, so that when we talk about a Judd Apatow film, it is rarely clear what exactly we are talking about.

Judd Apatow has changed not only what modern audiences expect from comedies, infusing bawdy blockbuster comedy with heartfelt homosocial (initially male, and now increasingly female) sentiment, but also, and more significantly, the way audiences conceive of contemporary auteurism in comedy filmmaking. He is responsible for a shift away from star-centered comedian comedies toward a new brand of comedic auteurism, one that redistributes the notion of the popular auteur away from more serious dramatic genres and reinterprets it for the comedy world. These shifts, in the manner filmgoers conceive of who is “behind” a comedy, are a more consequential and enduring influence than specific tastes in humor, which are bound to change with each generation.
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Judd Apatow, 2007. (AP Photo/Kevork Djansezian)

Auteurism—the insistence on the creative supremacy of the director within filmmaking and the placement of the director as creative author of a film—has always been troubling in a number of ways. Filmmaking is an inherently collaborative process, and placing creative supremacy on the director often neglects the creative work of others involved. From writers to production designers, cinematographers, producers, artisans, and technicians, filmmaking is a group process and never a solo endeavor. Currently, the notion that the director is the sole author of a film is largely rejected in film criticism. However, the legacy of auteur theory is still very much present and functioning; popular conceptions of auteurism remain prevalent.

Contemporary auteurism is bound less to notions of the director as an author and more to conceptions of celebrity. With the decline of the classical studio system, films were increasingly marked not with the identity of the studio, but the personality of the director. As Timothy Corrigan writes in “The Commerce of Auteurism,” modern auteurism is a type of brand-name filmmaking where the auteur is “a commercial strategy for organizing audience reception, as a critical concept bound to distribution and marketing aims that identify and address the potential cult status of an auteur.… What defines this group is recognition, either foisted upon them or chosen by them” (Corrigan 2003, 98–101). Thus auteurs are codified as celebrities, a status that is both created and reinforced through marketing, publicity, and film criticism (Corrigan 2003, 100). The key component to this celebrity status is the filmmaker’s recognition outside the text of the film itself. And this recognition stems from traditional auteur assumptions: that there is a consistency in theme or style to the filmmaker’s work, and that it is of enough significance to be noted. Judd Apatow has solidified this status through thematic auteurism, and furthermore, has done so in comedy, a sphere conventionally void of contemporary auteurs. Surely Woody Allen comes to mind, but even Allen’s auteur status is one that relies on a combination of other star/celebratory systems—that is, of comedian/writer and actor/director—and thus falls within more traditional auteur delineations. But Apatow’s popular auteur status is one garnered through an amalgamation of behind-the-camera filmmaking roles and complicates the assumptive preeminence of the director as auteur.

Implicit in every Judd Apatow film is the question of his involvement. Apatow has directed scant few films; however, his name appears on well over 50 projects. He is a producer, a writer, a director, and responsible for a lifetime gross of well over $1 billion (Box Office Mojo, “Judd Apatow”). He is a titan of all things funny on the silver screen, and as critic Manohla Dargis proclaims, “The comedy moment belongs to [Judd Apatow]” (Dargis 2007). But box-office gold and high-octane output do not an influencer make. Dana Stevens, writing for Slate, is quick to note that Judd Apatow’s saturation is not always equivalent to quality filmmaking. She applauds his directing and simultaneously criticizes his willingness to overextend his comedy brand. In her review of Apatow’s Funny People Stevens writes:

He’s already done some damage to his reputation as Hollywood’s best director of mainstream comedies by lending his name to other projects too often. In the past five years, 16 movies have been released with Apatow’s name in some way attached, most of them written and directed by members of the loose band of friends and protégés who comprise his talent pool.… But to the public they all more or less register as Apatow productions, and the cumulative effect is annoying, like a constant buzz of not-quite-audible dick jokes in the nation’s collective ear. (Stevens 2009)

And for the public, it is this tumult of Apatow projects that changed how audiences view the role of an auteur in comedy. Through collaboration, definitive and recurring themes, marketing, and the infusion of his own identity within the star texts of the actors’ careers he has launched, Apatow has become publicly identified as an auteur—despite the fact that his filmmaking process contradicts traditional auteur assumptions. These contradictions work to create a more comprehensive concept of the modern auteur, one that separates the notion of the auteur away from the problematic assumption that auteurism implies authorship and can only exist in dramatic genres.

Judd Apatow began his comedy career as a teenager interviewing the likes of Harold Ramis, John Candy, and Jerry Seinfeld for his high school radio station. Not long after, he entered the world of stand-up comedy but found more success writing jokes for other comedians. In 1992, he produced The Ben Stiller Show and went on to write for The Larry Sanders Show. He produced and did an uncredited rewrite for the Jim Carrey vehicle The Cable Guy (Stiller 1996), a film that represents the comedian-centered comedies Apatow’s own style would soon come to replace. Next, Apatow produced Paul Feig’s television show Freaks and Geeks, for which he also wrote and directed several episodes. The show established many of the key actors that Apatow came to frequently recast in his own projects as well as helped mentor and aid in their own films and careers. Following Freaks and Geeks’ cancellation, Apatow created another short-lived but critically acclaimed show with Undeclared. In 2004 he produced the mega-hit Anchorman: The Legend of Ron Burgundy, an Adam McKay–directed Will Ferrell vehicle. The film’s success paved the way for him to step into his directorial debut with The 40-Year-Old Virgin (2005) and go on to produce and direct a number of distinctive highly successful comedies: Talladega Nights (producer, 2006), Knocked Up (producer, director, writer, 2007), Superbad (producer, 2007), Walk Hard: The Dewey Cox Story (producer, writer, 2007), You Don’t Mess with the Zohan (writer, 2008), Forgetting Sarah Marshall (producer, 2008), Drillbit Taylor (producer, 2008), Step Brothers (producer, 2008), Pineapple Express (producer, 2008), Year One (producer, 2009), Funny People (producer, director, writer, 2009), Get Him to the Greek (producer, 2010), Bridesmaids (producer, 2011), and Girls (producer, 2012). As Dana Stevens previously mentioned, some of these films are good, some are awful, a few Apatow simply helped get made, others he took a more active role in developing, and all feature the recurring cast of actors, writers, and directors that have come to form “Apatown.”

For better or worse, Apatow perfected a comedic style that solidified him as the face of the “bromance,” a term describing films preoccupied with male homosocial relationships. Apatow’s films ended an era dominated by post-classical comedian comedies and created a space for a broader definition of the modern auteur. Apatow created a stable of returning actors, often launching their careers, then spawned and facilitated projects that reverberate his own thematic signatures, leading audiences to clump his films together regardless of his specific credit. Ultimately, the cumulative effect dissolves perceptions of nuanced differences between his various roles on individual films, allowing Apatow to be viewed as a consistent creative force behind frequent contemporary comedies.

Bawdy comedies are nothing new, and Judd Apatow is not the first filmmaker to make movies with lewd jokes and foul language. Teen comedies routinely combine sexual themes with issues of growing up and male development. From Gidget in 1959 to the Porky’s films in the 1980s and American Pie in 1999, first sexual encounters, and the tension between perpetual adolescence and the impending adult world, are sex-comedy staples.

What sets the content of Judd Apatow’s work apart from these earlier films is the way in which he infuses raunchy traditions with genuine sentiment, placing explicit significance on homosocial bonds and the transition between adolescence (often prolonged) and adulthood (often postponed). “I’m all for being dirty,” Apatow says, “if the filmmaking heart is in the right place” (Apatow, Weekend Edition). It is this fusion of raunchy and earnest sentiment that defines Apatow’s films. Sex and foul language frequently stir the comedy pot, but more importantly they serve to instigate and illustrate a character’s need for maturation.

The 40-Year-Old Virgin, Apatow’s first feature film as a director (he also wrote and produced), is a conventional sex-quest film. It imagines what would happen if one of those teenagers from the earlier ’80s films never succeeded in his raunchy adventures. The plot centers on Andy Stizer’s (Steve Carell) attempts to lose his virginity at age 40. Andy is construed as a loner man-child. He lives among action figures and comic books and, claiming a woman’s breasts feel like “two bags of sand,” is embarrassingly ignorant of sexual encounters. At the end of the film Andy does have intercourse, but more significantly, the journey to lose his virginity shepherds him into the adult world, thereby concluding his arrested development. In order to shed his virginity, Andy sells his action figures, falls in love, gets married, and throughout the entire process bonds with the group of coworkers who once shunned him as an awkward social outcast. Thus, while the film is about sex, the crux of the humor and the most important (and entertaining) moments of the film are about Andy’s loss of innocence and ignorance as he treks up the mountain of adulthood. Yes, Andy has sex, but in this film sex is simply a vehicle toward the adult world and homosocial bonding. The 40-Year-Old Virgin established Apatow as a directorial powerhouse, grossing $109,449,237 (Box Office Mojo, “The 40-Year-Old”). Apatow’s raunchy but heartfelt style had met the masses, and they liked it.

Apatow’s second film, Knocked Up, is just as funny as his previous one, and also feels more confident in its style. Seth Rogen plays Ben, an out-of-shape adult stoner who lives with his male best friends. Their fraternal, and frequently sophomoric, conversations suggest they never left college. However, after Ben has a one-night-stand with the out-of-his-league Allison (Katherine Heigl) that leads to an unexpected pregnancy, Ben is forced to progress toward maturity—a maturity that includes a committed relationship and child rearing.

There is an unmistakably bittersweet twinge to Ben’s evolution. Part of growing up, Apatow suggests, is learning how to balance deep (male) friendships with growing adult responsibilities and obligations that, while rewarding, often require sacrificing the carefree abandon that permeates youthful friendship. It is this proclivity toward earnestness that leads New York Times film critic A. O. Scott to write, “Mr. Apatow lingers in his scenes long enough to show that what is funny can also be sad, and vice versa” (2007). This notion lends Apatow’s films a definitive style and personal tone that feel unique compared to the raunchy genre from which they stem. His movies are funny, but the emotional core feels serious and laughter is the result of insight into recognizable relationships as opposed to parodies of them.

While Knocked Up uses unplanned pregnancy as a foundation for emotion and humor, Funny People looks at how celebrity itself can be a trap for perpetual adolescence. Art imitates life as Adam Sandler plays a comedian famous for broad comedies that do well at the box-office, but have grown cheaper and less funny with each film. The fame and fortune these movies bestow on Sandler’s character have left him unaccustomed to accountability. In this case it takes a life-threatening illness and a younger comedian, played by Seth Rogen, to break through Sandler’s isolation and teach him how to take ownership for the emotional consequences of his behavior.

Beyond the bawdy jokes, these films all share a sense that maturity is difficult, requiring undertaking new responsibilities, but also sacrificing the type of youthful fun in which serious responsibilities are not ignored so much as absent. Navigating these new emotional obligations while trying to sustain old relationships, usually male friendships, is where much of Apatow’s comedic meat emerges. The homosocial bonds in these films are so strong that the term “bromance” was coined to describe them. Chris Lee, writer for the Los Angeles Times, defines a bromance as “chummy and jokey, brotherly but tender, loving, but decidedly not gay.” Furthermore, he shines a holy light on Apatow, proclaiming him “the Moses of bromance” (Lee 2007). The bromance is the modern comedy powerhouse, and Apatow has emerged its leader.

Though Apatow has directed few features, he is behind many more. As a producer, he is attached to Superbad, another teen sex-quest film that deals earnestly with male bonds. Then there are Step Brothers, Talladega Nights, Pineapple Express, Bridesmaids, and many others, all comedies with friendship at their thematic center. This abundance of films and their links, in terms of both the individuals involved and their thematic overlap, all work to heighten Apatow’s celebrity-auteur status as a producer, writer, and director. And while Apatow is not behind every bromance that has hit theatres, he is so tightly associated with the themes of the genre that Rolling Stone film critic Peter Travers wrote, “His influence is so pervasive that he’s credited or blamed for every bromance on the market” (Travers 2009). This status is grounded in the films Apatow wrote and directed, but it is the proliferation of his projects and his role as producer and ringleader that has greatly increased his prominence, a differentiation from common auteur assumptions rooted in the cult of the director.

There is a combination of factors that have left comedy genres relatively void of behind-the-camera auteurs. Part of this is the central role of the comedian and actor within the genre, but also the fact that comedies lack many of the visual opportunities for directors to distinguish themselves that exist in more serious dramatic genres. The mechanics of comedic filmmaking are at odds with the elements of visual style we traditionally associate with auteurist cinema. Broad comedies operate in an upbeat and bright tone, limiting distinctive cinematography options. There are, of course, exceptions. The stark lighting cinematographer Gordon Willis employs in Woody Allen’s films come to mind as a counter example, but by and large comedies utilize flat, even, high-key lighting, designed to be unobtrusive. Judd Apatow’s films follow these conventions, making it all the more impressive that despite his films’ plain visual aesthetics, he is still given the same status as an auteur. Furthermore, he relies heavily on improvisation for tweaking jokes and discovering dialogue, making long, visually complicated shots unrealistic to execute. Instead, Apatow must utilize customary multicamera coverage to ensure spur-of-the-moment jokes are captured in a way that can be edited into the film while preserving continuity. Fancy camera work is simply not prioritized. Instead, the production emphasizes ensuring that off-script magical quips are captured. Therefore, it is not surprising that Apatow’s films are aesthetically unremarkable.

There are directors we associate with comedy who are also popularly considered auteurs. Jerry Lewis and, more contemporarily, Woody Allen are prime examples. However, much of this is ingrained with their role as actors in their own films, as comedies have customarily been star vehicles, not director vehicles. And in the post-classical era, high-grossing mainstream comedies have been dominated by comedian centered vehicles. In his 2003 essay “Low Blows: Theorizing Performance in Post-Classical Comedian Comedy,” Philip Drake writes: “The usefulness of the term ‘comedian comedy,’ then, is that it helps us make a distinction between comedy that is oriented around the performance of a comedian, and narrative comedy in which the context or situation provides the humor.… The comedian film is centered in the performance of a particular actor/performer, whom we recognize as a star, and whose star persona circulates outside of the immediate narrative” (189; 192). This describes many of the highest-grossing films of the 1990s and early 2000s, a time when comedian-actors like Jim Carrey, Eddie Murphy, Adam Sandler, and Robin Williams dominated the box office. These films contained traditional narratives and the actors played characters, but the narratives were vehicles for the actor’s existing comedic tropes, and marketed accordingly.

Apatow’s films mark a significant move away from the dominance of comedian comedies. First, his combination of raunchy gags and heartfelt sentiment give narrative a more significant role than in comedian comedies. The jokes and characters in his films are rooted in what feels real and recognizable, not outlandish high-concept premises built to suit the outrageous comedic stylings that made the actors famous. Additionally, the films feature ensemble casts, with jokes and humor coming from multiple actors. (It should be noted, however, that Apatow has received much well-deserved criticism for the fact that while many actors share the jokes, they all tend to be male. This is true, but perhaps changing as he has recently focused on bringing strong female characters and comedies to the screen with Bridesmaids and the Lena Dunham HBO series Girls). Apatow’s films certainly feature recognizable actors, who are stars and celebrities in their own right, but they are not star-vehicles. In fact, the star texts of many of his actors reinforce Apatow’s own auteur status. This is because he launched so many of their careers. As Peter Travers rhetorically asks in his review for Forgetting Sarah Marshall, “Did producer Judd Apatow swear a blood oath to make the comedy careers of everyone he hired on TV’s Freaks and Geeks and Undeclared? I ask because the creative types on both those low-rated but deservedly treasured sitcoms keep turning up as actors, writers and directors on the films issuing from Apatow Nation” (2008). Accordingly, it is difficult not to look at Seth Rogen or Jason Segel without thinking of Judd Apatow. Yes, they are stars and celebrities in their own right, but because Apatow launched their careers, his identity is entwined within their star texts. This not only reinforces his celebrity auteur status among many of the most popular comedy actors working today, but it also means that these actors implicitly bring along his fame to any film they work on, regardless of Apatow’s specific attachment. A great example of this is the 2009 film I Love You Man, a bromantic comedy directed by John Hamburg about Paul Rudd’s search for a best friend and Best Man. Manohla Dargis comments on this effect when she writes that I Love You Man is “a fitfully funny comedy that owes much to Judd Apatow, the king of such sublimated man-on-man affairs. Though Mr. Apatow isn’t officially credited, his DNA is all over this bromance” (Dargis, 2009). So strong is his brand that even when actors are not in a Judd Apatow film, if they have been previously, or the film centers on homosocial male relationships, then the film will inevitably still invoke Judd Apatow.

Apatow has certainly influenced popular culture and comedic tastes, but the way his films build on traditional genres is not his lasting legacy. It is the manner in which the tone of his films in connection with his diverse roles on each project have transformed our conception of popular auteurism among high-grossing comedies from an actor-centered paradigm into an auteur-focused realm that makes Judd Apatow hugely influential. That he achieved auteur status not only through his work as a director, but also through his work as a producer, in a genre typically left to the wayside when considering auteurs, separates many of the problematic assumptions that traditionally taint auteurism, and opens up a space for serious filmmakers in a not-so-serious genre. Invoking the legacy of traditional auteur directors, Apatow said, “I like to make movies like they did in the ’70s, where they lived and died with these stories … and I do think there’s a way to do that while making comedies” (Apatow AV Club). Apatow has proved that there is, and most significantly, that audiences think so too.

Benjamin Kegan
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ASTAIRE, FRED (1899–1987), AND GENE KELLY (1912–1996)

Born Frederick Austerlitz on May 10, 1899, in Omaha, Nebraska, Fred Astaire would go on to become a dancer, actor, and choreographer of such artistry and technical assurance that he has been described as “the most refined human expression of the musical, which is in turn the extreme manifestation of pure cinema” (Thomson 2003, 35); for the musical offers up the convincing presentation of the individual in situations that are unreal and fantastical. At the age of five, Astaire was enrolled at a New York dance school alongside his sister Adele, and in 1906 the two began to perform as a vaudeville double act. Although successful initially, after a few years the popularity of their act dwindled, and the pair attended regular school. However, the lure of vaudeville was too great, and the Astaires returned to the stage triumphantly under the guidance of Aurelio Coccia, whom Fred Astaire regarded as the most influential person in his dancing career (Mueller 2000). In 1917, the Astaire double act was deemed good enough to play on the musical stage, appearing in musicals in New York and London, including in the Gershwin comedy-musicals Lady, Be Good in 1924 and Funny Face in 1927. As Astaire’s musical theater career took off, he became more involved with choreographing dance routines; and starting with Lady, Be Good, he choreographed solo numbers that he performed himself.

[image: image]

Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly, 1976. (AP Photo, File)

Newly married, and with Adele having retired from the stage, Astaire decided to try his luck in Hollywood, surviving a screen test on which the verdict was reported famously as “Can’t act. Slightly bald. Can dance a little” (qtd. in Welch and Brody 1985, 75). Prior to embarking on his film career, Astaire had performed the lead role in Gay Divorce, a play with songs by Cole Porter. This was an important production for two reasons. First, the show’s success proved Astaire could flourish without Adele, and second, it allowed Astaire to hone his film persona of the elegant sophisticate in a play similar in tone to the musical film comedies in which he would so frequently appear. Light and unsentimental, the play anticipated several of the films Astaire would make with Ginger Rogers. Structured around a central romance and light and frothy, the films are peppered with dance routines featuring the two leads accompanied by romantic songs that Astaire, with his distinctive light singing style, made into hits. Astaire reprised his role in Gay Divorce in The Gay Divorcee (Sandrich 1934), the box-office smash that would make Astaire a household name and feature popular tunes such as “The Continental.”

Astaire’s Hollywood career began at MGM, where he had a small amount of screen time playing himself in Dancing Lady (Leonard 1933) starring Joan Crawford, who joins him in a vocal duet, “Heigh Ho.” From MGM Astaire moved to RKO, where he was put under contract and would form, with Rogers, a legendary partnership of “incomparable dazzle” (Hirschhorn 1981, 80) spanning nine films. The first film to feature the duo was Flying Down to Rio (Freeland 1933), in which Astaire resumed the somewhat daft character he had played on Broadway. The film became a hit, with the Astaire/Rogers team singled out for praise; and it is telling that the final shot of Flying Down to Rio is of the two stars, for clearly the studio recognized the brilliance of the pairing. The chemistry between Astaire and Rogers was repeated in a series of films in the 1930s: The Gay Divorcee, Top Hat (Sandrich 1935), Roberta (Seiter 1935), Swing Time (Stevens 1936), Follow the Fleet (Sandrich 1936), Shall We Dance? (Sandrich 1937), Carefree (Sandrich 1938), and The Story of Vernon and Irene Castle (Potter 1939). Each of these films allowed Astaire to create a number of playful, romantic duets and a series of stunningly stylish and imaginative dance routines that he performed as solos. In a pioneering approach to the film musical Astaire took pains to ensure that his song-and-dance routines were given a motivation in the script so that they were integrated seamlessly into the film’s (often improbable) storyline. Such films also allowed the perfectionist Astaire to show off the technical brilliance he achieved through repeated rehearsal. Astaire emerged as arguably not just a great dancer but “a great filmed dancer” (Thomson 2003, 35, emphasis mine), his elegance captured on film as a celebration of rapid, yet graceful, movement. On-screen Astaire appeared an even better dancer than in the flesh as he had no need for a live audience to stimulate his performance. As noted by Mueller (2000), he is unusual among the dance establishment as a choreographer the majority of whose work is preserved on film; for although the creation of his dance routines often involved a degree of collaboration with others, most especially the choreographer Hermes Pan, it was Astaire who had the final say. He would work for weeks on his choreography, usually taking as inspiration a step, lyric, music, or plot development, and build it into a routine. The routines were filmed and edited in such a way as to enhance the flow of the dance and not to overshadow Astaire or his partner.

It must be said, though, that while Astaire was perhaps the more skilled dancer, Ginger Rogers was undeniably essential to his success during the 1930s, for she brought an earthiness to the partnership that contrasted perfectly with Astaire’s grace and elegance. That Astaire was “simply incapable of a graceless movement or gesture” (Hirschhorn 1981, 105) almost seemed to render him cold and aloof on film but Rogers humanized his screen persona and helped make the duo a flawless pairing of opposites. However, by the end of the 1930s, the box-office returns for Astaire/Rogers films had begun to diminish, and after an argument with RKO, Astaire decided to suspend his partnership with Rogers. That his films performed better at the box-office when he was partnered with Rogers is evinced by the failure of A Damsel in Distress (Stevens 1937), which, featuring Joan Fontaine as his costar, was the first of his films to lose money.

After Astaire’s working relationship with Rogers was dissolved, he went on to play the role of the debonair companion opposite a number of glamorous Hollywood leading ladies, notably Rita Hayworth (in You’ll Never Get Rich [Lanfield 1941] and You Were Never Lovelier [Seiter 1942]), Judy Garland (in Easter Parade [Walters 1948]), Eleanor Powell (in Broadway Melody of 1940 [Taurog 1940]), Cyd Charisse (in The Band Wagon [Minnelli 1953] and Silk Stockings [Mamoulian 1957]), and Audrey Hepburn (in Funny Face [Donen 1957]), whom Astaire choreographed personally. An iconic movie moment can be found in Royal Wedding (Donen 1951) in which Astaire, playing opposite Jane Powell, dances on the walls and ceiling of a hotel bedroom. However, despite the talent of his costars in these post-Rogers films, some proved less than successful; for example, Blue Skies (Heisler 1946), in which Astaire costarred with Bing Crosby, with whom he had previously acted in Holiday Inn (Sandrich 1942). Still, despite these lesser films, in 1949 Astaire was given an honorary Academy Award for his “unique artistry and contribution to the technique of motion pictures” (qtd. in Welch and Brody 1985, 75).

By the end of the 1950s, production of the elegant, witty musical as defined by Astaire was in decline, due in part to the coming of rock and roll, the decline of the studio system, and rising production costs. Recognizing that his era was coming to an end, Astaire branched out into television both as a performer and as a producer of award-winning musical specials in which he partnered with Barrie Chase. And perhaps partly in order to celebrate an age that he helped to shape, Astaire cohosted two film compilations of MGM dance routines, That’s Entertainment (Haley Jr. 1974) and its sequel. He went on to play a number of dramatic, nondancing roles in films such as On the Beach (Kramer 1959), The Midas Run (Kjellin 1969), and The Towering Inferno (Guillermin and Allen 1974), for which he received an Academy Award nomination for Best Actor in a Supporting Role. However, it is for the “bewitching power of his movement” (Welch and Brody 1985, 75) that Astaire is most fondly remembered.

In 1946, Astaire, having increasingly played character roles of the kind associated with Gene Kelly rather than as a professional dancer (Feuer 1993, 115), appeared opposite Gene Kelly in the “Babbitt and the Bromide” number in MGM’s lavish Ziegfeld Follies (Ayers and Del Ruth). Having left RKO, Astaire was coaxed out of retirement to join MGM, the spiritual home of Kelly. Kelly was perhaps Astaire’s only true rival as a dance star on film, though it is hard to consider them rivals since their dance styles differed so greatly, with Astaire portraying a universal elegance as opposed to Kelly’s virile, particularly American persona. As Gilbert Adair succinctly writes, “If Astaire made one think of an angel momentarily come to rest on earth, then Kelly was a dancer who, in a wholly unpejorative sense, had his two feet firmly on the ground” (1996).

Born Eugene Curran Kelly in Pittsburgh on August 23, 1912, Kelly held a number of jobs before becoming a dance instructor, a position that led to stage work in Broadway productions of Leave It to Me and Pal Joey. This stint in Pal Joey eventually led to a movie career after David O. Selznick noticed Kelly’s ability to gel singing, dancing, and acting and signed him to an exclusive contract. Kelly’s Selznick contract was later bought out by MGM, where Kelly would prove to be one of the greatest influences on the studio’s revival of the musical after World War II. He exhibited a self-confidence, energy, and particular brand of American charm that enthralled audiences as his “talent and style seemed to turn the entire world into a realm of gaiety and dance” (Altman 1987, 54) that was much needed post war. Despite being a cinematic late developer, entering the film industry in his thirties, Kelly soon made up for lost time by developing a film career spread over four sectors—as a leading man in musicals, as a straight actor, as a director, and as a dancer/dance director. This lifetime of achievements has resulted in Kelly being described as a “major innovator in the history of the musical” (Thomson 2003, 464). As a straight actor in films such as The Cross of Lorraine (Garnett 1943), Marjorie Morningstar (Rapper 1958), and Inherit the Wind (Kramer 1960), Kelly was perhaps not as successful as he might have been. However, as a star, dancer, and choreographer, Kelly excelled. After making his film debut in Busby Berkeley’s For Me and My Girl (1942) opposite Judy Garland, Kelly established himself as a leading man in MGM musicals, his dance prowess and singing voice proving a hit with audiences. Though it has been suggested that Kelly “was not dance incarnate like Fred Astaire” (Welch and Brody 1985, 148), he exuded a vital, masculine energy that was in contrast to Astaire’s elegance and perfect for films such as Anchors Aweigh (Sidney 1945), The Three Musketeers (Sidney 1948), and Summer Stock (Walters 1950). Such was Kelly’s masculinity that he never had a regular female dance partner as Astaire did in Rogers—while Kelly danced with Cyd Charisse, Judy Garland, Rita Hayworth, and Vera-Ellen among others, it is his solo dances that are most memorable. Indeed one of his most famous partnered routines sees him dance with Jerry the cartoon mouse in Anchors Aweigh, a mix of live action and animation that at the time was declared a cinematic breakthrough. Rather than duets, Kelly was best on his own, where he could clown around without impeding, or being impeded by, a partner. This is because for Kelly dancing was not the “vertical expression of horizontal desire” (qtd. in Welch and Brody 1985, 75) as it was for Astaire, but rather an opportunity to indulge in childlike, joyous movement. Thus it made no difference with whom Kelly was partnered for he always exuded the same youthful, macho energy that manages to be appealing despite the inherent egotism of his style—a self-centeredness that is highlighted in Cover Girl (Vidor 1944) in which Kelly dances with his own reflection. The “Alter Ego” dance in Cover Girl was pioneering in that it was a dance routine that actually advanced the film’s plot rather than just being integrated within the screenplay, and thus the sequence built on the tradition of the song and dance number evolving naturally from the plot that had been started by Astaire in the 1930s (Krebs 1996). Kelly’s peculiar combination of the childlike and childish means he tended to be paired with a succession of female partners who had a mature demeanor, which allowed their mellowness to influence his characters and disperse his childish narcissism (Altman 1987, 57). Thus, many of his films end with Kelly learning to temper his immaturity without losing his inner-child and unite with the female, who, through contact with his character, has recovered her lost girlishness. This childlike quality tied-in with Kelly’s particularly American film presence, for America is the land of both the film musical and the child star, and Kelly was one film musical star who seemed eternally youthful.

As a director, Kelly was usually credited as codirector of films that he made with Stanley Donen, although in these instances it seems Kelly was more of a choreographer than a director. However, he did establish himself as a solo director of comedies and musicals, starting with Invitation to the Dance (1956) and most notably Hello, Dolly! (1969). However, it is as a dancer and dance-director that Kelly made his most important contribution to film, for he was above all “unrivalled as a choreographer” (Welch and Brody 1985, 148). Kelly revealed his ballet technique in The Pirate (Minnelli 1948) and then showcased his athletic dance style in Words and Music (Taurog 1948) and On the Town (1949). He not only starred in the latter but also directed and choreographed it with Donen, producing new and electrifying dance routines with a standout sequence atop the Empire State Building. On the Town both reinvigorated the Hollywood musical and “changed the entire concept of the film musical” (Hirschhorn 1981, 308) by allowing dance to be the principle mode of musical expression, opening up the story and filming on location. That On the Town aerated the film musical by moving the genre away from its theatrical origins is particularly important, for up until On the Town film musicals had seemed somewhat stagey; by shooting certain scenes on location, the spatial qualities of the musical were redefined and became limitless.

However, it is in Singin’ in the Rain (1952) and Vincente Minnelli’s An American in Paris (1951) that Kelly truly shone. In Singin’ in the Rain he plays Don Lockwood, a matinee idol who romances chorus girl Kathy Seldon (Debbie Reynolds) against the backdrop of Hollywood’s transition from silent movies to talkies. Directed and choreographed by Kelly and Donen, Singin’ in the Rain is “an undoubted masterpiece and the finest, most durable musical ever to have come out of Hollywood” (Hirschhorn 1981, 326). The film is packed with ambitious dance sequences such as the “Broadway Ballet” number in which Kelly is partnered with Cyd Charisse and which includes the lyrical “Crazy Veil” sequence in which Charisse dances with a wafting length of material. But perhaps the most revered routine in Singin’ in the Rain, apart from Donald O’Connor’s virtuoso rendition of “Make ’Em Laugh,” is Kelly’s performance of the film’s title song. His joyous dancing in the “Singin’ in the Rain” sequence sees him splash in puddles and climb up a lamppost during a cloudburst as he performs his hymn to optimism. The routine is the “apotheosis of his art” (Hirschhorn 1981, 326) and sealed Kelly’s place in movie history. The brilliance of Singin’ in the Rain was near impossible for him to match, but with An American in Paris he almost achieved this feat. The film’s central love story is a conventional tale of a Paris-based American GI-artist’s romance with a shop assistant, played by Leslie Caron, and the complications that ensue when the artist’s patron tries to woo him. However, the film’s conventional screenplay allowed for numerous interruptions to the storyline for song-and-dance routines such as “I Got Rhythm” and “S’Wonderful.” The soundtrack of An American in Paris is notable for continuing a trend Kelly began in On the Town—the use of contemporary music. While the film of An American in Paris was shot in 1951, the music had been composed by George Gershwin in 1937, and the film keeps to Gershwin’s score, revealing the vitality of the Parisian music scene of the 1930s by incorporating jazz and other forms of contemporary music (Hayward 2006, 238).

The outstanding element of An American in Paris is the ballet section at the end, choreographed by Kelly. Inspired by the Impressionist and post-Impressionist paintings of Renoir, Utrillo, Rousseau, and Van Gogh, the section sees the artist, freshly separated from his lover, wander balefully onto a balcony and begin to draw with a black crayon. He then rips up the sketch, and, magically, a breeze reunites the two halves of paper to form a backdrop against which the painter appears. At the artist’s feet is a red rose, and the black-and-white background blooms into color as the scene changes to the Place de la Concorde. The sequence then segments into a series of miniballets set against a variety of locations, with each ballet indebted to the paintings of a particular artist and each representing a distinct mood ranging from sadness through to tranquility, exuberance, passion, and longing. The last of the set piece ballets takes place around a fountain, accompanied by a cacophony of music, and then, suddenly, all the dancers disappear and the artist finds he is alone. The ballet section of An American in Paris took six months to rehearse and is, according to Hirschhorn, “18 minutes of screen magic, unsurpassed in the boldness of its design and the dazzle of its execution” (1981, 324). The sequence is full of movement and light and differed from other Hollywood musicals in its sense of style and sophistication, and use of color. The film met with great critical acclaim, winning eight Academy Awards, with Kelly receiving a special award “especially for his brilliant achievements in the art of choreography on film” (qtd. in Welch and Brody 1985, 148).

The last major musicals of Kelly’s career were Brigadoon (Minnelli 1954), It’s Always Fair Weather (Donen and Kelly 1955), and Les Girls (Cukor 1957). After this, although Kelly continued to work in film, he began to diversify by moving into the production of stage musicals, television specials, and modern ballets. In 1958, believing that the American public did not properly understand the physical rigors of dance, Kelly wrote, narrated, and performed in a television special for NBC, Dancing Is a Man’s Game, in which he used professional athletes to demonstrate the essential strength and conditioning of the dancer. The same year, he went back to his Broadway roots, directing a production of the Rodgers and Hammerstein musical Flower Drum Song. Two years later Kelly took up an invitation to choreograph a modern jazz ballet based on a Gershwin number for the ballet troupe of the Paris Opera. In the 1980s, with his career nearing its conclusion, he returned to straight acting with brief spells in television miniseries such as the Civil War epic North and South, in which he played a villainous senator.

Gene Kelly deserves his place in the pantheon of Hollywood legends as he was a dancer-actor of exceptional vigor and athleticism who personified a certain American brand of energy and optimism. Additionally, he was a choreographer with an acute eye for innovation in the musical genre and an inherent understanding of how to create magnificent set pieces of choreography that ranged from the complex routines of An American in Paris to the simple steps required to sing in the rain.

Lucy Mrvichin
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BALL, LUCILLE (1911–1989), AND DESI ARNAZ (1917–1986)

Just before 9:00 p.m. on January 19, 1953, abrupt drops in telephone calls and water usage registered across the nation. Restaurants and shops reported sudden evacuations, and a notice was posted on the locked entry doors of Marshall Field’s department store: “We love Lucy too, so from now on we will be open Thursday nights instead of Monday.” A still record-breaking 72 percent of American households had collectively paused to watch an episode of I Love Lucy. The following morning the historic television event made international newspaper headlines, displacing coverage of President Dwight Eisenhower’s inauguration.

Still unrivaled as the most-watched situation comedy of all time, I Love Lucy has remained in uninterrupted syndication since its premiere on October 15, 1951. For more than half a century, critics, entertainment industry professionals, and millions of fans have cherished the antics of Lucy, Ricky, Fred, and Ethel as a familiar and beloved shared popular memory. The show’s creators and costars, Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, have become universal icons of postwar lifestyles and exemplars of the American Dream narrative. However, beyond the laughter and celebrity, I Love Lucy represents a critical turning point in entertainment history. Behind the scenes of the award-winning sitcom, Lucy and Desi were great technological innovators—pioneering in their field to establish industry standards of excellence that continue to inform television production today.

Lucille Desiree Ball was born to telephone lineman Henry Ball and his strong-willed wife, Dede, on August 6, 1911, in Jamestown, New York. Following Henry’s devastating death in 1915, Ball developed an adoring and formative relationship with grandfather Fred Hunt—an eccentric lover of vaudeville, motion pictures, and amusement parks. Her knack for performance was inevitable. By the age of four, she had begun doing impromptu comedic imitations atop a local candy counter, earnestly delivering pocketfuls of pennies to her near-impoverished family. A serious and aware child, she already exhibited a sense of familial responsibility that would remain prominent for the rest of her life.

Dede remarried and sent Lucille to live with domineering step-grandparents who disapproved of her fantastical imagination and playacting. Called vain and forbidden from interacting with other children, she lingered over the dishwashing each night to experiment with funny faces in a reflective windowpane above the kitchen sink. What little free time remained after her chores was spent secretly reenacting fairytales with homemade clothespin dolls. However intolerable, this difficult time was essential and constructive. Ball often cited the years spent under her grandparents’ strict discipline as the root of the self-sufficiency and determination that would later characterize her legendary professional work ethic.
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Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, n.d. (AP Photo)

The disjointed Ball family soon reunited, and Lucille happily joined her beloved grandfather, Fred Hunt, in frequent visits to the Celeron Amusement Park. Infatuated by the sights and sounds, teenage Lucille took a job in a concessions booth, from where she could watch clowns and vaudeville-type performances up and down the midway. After struggling to sell snacks to distracted passersby, she developed a comic routine of her own and worked the crowds as a pratfalling hotdog vendor. This, and leading roles in the high school dramatics department, earned her local recognition. Bolstered by compliments from her friends and family, Ball left for New York City at age 16.

Intent on becoming a stage actress, she enrolled in the prestigious John Murray Anderson School of Dramatic Arts. However, compared with classmate Bette Davis, she was immediately called gawky, plain, and untalented and was dismissed just days after the start of the term. Unrelenting and ever confident in her talents, Ball auditioned for Broadway’s most celebrated showmen—Earl Carroll, Florenz Ziegfeld, and the Shubert Brothers—before finding steady employment as a fashion model for upscale designer Hattie Carnegie. Shortly thereafter, Ball’s appearance on a national billboard campaign for Chesterfield cigarettes sparked the attentions of motion picture impresario Sam Goldwyn, and she moved to Hollywood in 1933 to join MGM’s famed chorus of Goldwyn Girls.

Competing with thousands of other blond, blue-eyed ingénues for a chance at stardom, Ball boldly asserted herself as a rare Hollywood commodity: a glamour girl who could perform her own comedic stunts. Her energetic clowning (on and offstage) caught the attention of directors, who were pleased at her ability to keep up with veteran male comedians during strenuous physical comedy routines, even while maintaining her statuesque femininity. During her first six years in Hollywood, she appeared in a remarkable 40 feature films starring alongside the Marx Brothers, the Three Stooges, Eddie Cantor, Fred Astaire, Katharine Hepburn, and a host of others.

Although she was enjoying steady employment, moving up in social circles, and had saved enough money to move her mother and grandfather to Los Angeles, Ball was nearing 30 years old and had become frustrated with the stagnation of her career. While the volume of work remained rigorous, she was continually typecast in second-rate films, earning her the nickname “The Queen of the B’s.” Eager to hone her particular talent for comedy, she began an intensive period of study at Lela Rogers’s (Ginger Rogers’s mother) unofficial school for up-and-coming actresses. Here she studied diction, comportment, how to handle props, and enjoyed personal tutelage with Buster Keaton—one of the most accomplished physical comedians of the silent film era. The result was the impeccable mastery of timing and bodily expression that is now synonymous with the “Lucy” character.

With an arsenal of developing talents, Ball began the slow search for an appropriate outlet to showcase her unique brand of broad physical comedy—a previously uncharted career trajectory for a female comic. In 1940, she accepted a leading role in the film adaptation of Rodgers and Hart’s Broadway musical comedy Too Many Girls. A less than extraordinary film, it is nevertheless notable for a backstage romance that would decidedly alter the course of entertainment history. Ball was to star opposite Cuban nightclub sensation Desi Arnaz, who had recently swept the nation with the introduction of an energetic new (to Americans anyway) dance craze called the conga line.

Desi Arnaz was born on March 2, 1917, to Desiderio Alberto Arnaz, mayor of Santiago, Cuba, and debutante Dolores de Acha. He enjoyed a privileged childhood and an inheritance derived from his grandfather’s one-third stake in the Bacardi rum fortune. Disastrously, Batista’s 1933 raid on Cuba targeted the politically powerful Arnaz family and left their estate decimated. Desi’s father was imprisoned, family members were violently massacred, and the large fortune was pilfered. Sixteen-year-old Desi managed to flee relatively unscathed to Miami, where he cleaned canary cages, peddled bits of colored tile to mosaic artisans, and slept in vacant warehouses. He enrolled in St. Patrick Catholic High School to improve his English and played on the basketball team with friend Al Capone Jr. Intrigued by the flurry of 1930s Florida nightlife, Arnaz looked to capitalize on his musical talents. By 1935, less than two years after arriving in America, he signed with Xavier Cugat, the Waldorf-Astoria’s resident bandleader.

In the midst of a national fetish for Latin American music and culture, Arnaz’s natural charisma quickly set him apart. He formed the Desi Arnaz Orchestra and toured East Coast nightclub circuits performing the conga line, which would become a wildly popular dance fad and rocket him to national notoriety. By 1939, his name adorned the marquee of Broadway’s Imperial Theatre, where he starred in the stage version of Too Many Girls. A year into the run, he happily accepted an RKO film contract and relocated to Hollywood to film the motion picture adaptation with costar and future wife Lucille Ball.

She and Arnaz eloped on November 30, 1940, just a few months after meeting. The couple purchased a ranch in Chatsworth, California, which they christened “Desilu.” During the first years of World War II, Arnaz appeared in several dramatic films, most notably as a wounded soldier in 1943’s Bataan (Garnett). Exempt from combat due to a knee injury, he was drafted as director of San Fernando Valley USO programs and organized entertainment activities and performances in Southern California military hospitals. During this time, Ball began to secure leading roles in major films including The Big Street (Reis, 1942) opposite Henry Fonda, DuBarry Was a Lady (del Ruth 1943) with Red Skelton and Gene Kelly, and two memorable comedic pairings with Bob Hope in Sorrowful Jones (Lanfield 1949) and Fancy Pants (Marshall 1950). It was in 1942, with the widespread introduction of Technicolor film technology, that Ball first dyed her hair with the iconic bright red henna rinse.

After intermittent radio show roles during the 1940s, she was cast as zany housewife Liz Cooper on the popular CBS radio serial My Favorite Husband. The show was recorded weekly before a live studio audience and allowed Ball to develop the trademark comedic character that would later become I Love Lucy’s Lucy Ricardo. As the burgeoning new medium of television began to appear in full force, CBS optioned My Favorite Husband as a situation comedy pilot. Ball demanded that the series be reconceived to include Arnaz as her television husband, but conservative network censors hesitated to feature an interracial marriage. Convinced that she and Arnaz would be a winning comedy team, she organized a national tour of stage performances that showcased Arnaz’s comedic abilities and the couple’s onstage chemistry. A success with audiences and critics, the tour led CBS to concede to casting Arnaz, at which point Philip Morris cigarettes signed on to sponsor the program. Veteran vaudevillian William Frawley and Broadway stage actress Vivian Vance were slated to play Fred and Ethel Mertz, an older couple that would serve as Lucy and Ricky Ricardo’s neighbors and landlords.

Just weeks into development, Ball and Arnaz proposed to drastically improve the production quality of their new television series, which he had fondly titled I Love Lucy. Since New York had initially been established as the hub of television production in the late 1940s, it was standard practice at the time to broadcast live to East Coast audiences. Videotape technology had not yet been developed, and broadcasts originating from New York had to be shipped across country on kinescopes—grainy 35 mm films of television monitors—to be aired on the West Coast days, or even weeks, later. This disparity in transmission quality was a major hindrance to early television’s spread in the midwestern and western United States.

Having established a happy family life in Chatsworth with their infant daughter, Lucie Arnaz, Ball and Arnaz refused to relocate to New York. Instead, they proposed to perform I Love Lucy on a converted Hollywood soundstage, integrating motion picture and television technologies in order to produce the show on film. This allowed the program to be edited and distributed with unerring levels of quality and expediency nationwide, exempting I Love Lucy from the problems with lost content, grainy picture quality, and unsynchronized time zone syndication that plagued earlier programming. The phenomenal success of this strategy relocated the hub of television production to Hollywood, uprooting New York’s makeshift studios to reassert California as the undisputed center of the entertainment industry.

Although I Love Lucy would be filmed for distribution, the comedic style that Ball had developed during her radio years was best suited for performance before a live audience. Accordingly, the I Love Lucy soundstages were populated by ticketed audience members who watched episodes performed sequentially without interruption, much like a stage play. Three wheel-mounted cameras navigated the performance space, capturing close-up, midrange, and long shots simultaneously. The three films would then be spliced together using a Desilu editing machine called “The Three-Headed Monster.” This pioneering three-camera technique became a standard for situation comedy production. The live laughter captured during performances of I Love Lucy would ultimately lead to the creation of the laugh tracks for subsequent sitcoms.

Despite the ingenuity of Desilu’s experimental production methods, CBS balked at escalating costs. With negotiations at a standstill, Ball and Arnaz assumed full financial responsibility for funding the show and he took on the much-deserved title of executive producer. The network released ownership rights in one of the biggest financial oversights in entertainment history. Possession of the original film would result in multimillion-dollar profits for Desilu when the popularity of I Love Lucy prompted the invention of rerun syndication. The idea that television viewers would want to rewatch high-quality programming effectively restructured television industry profit-making and is a testament to I Love Lucy’s endurance—the program has been rerun continuously for five generations of television fans.

Technological successes paired with the phenomenal creative talents of the actors, writers, and designers made for an unprecedented level of public fascination. The series stayed at the top of the ratings for the whole of its six-year run. Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz were catapulted to international stardom, and their fictional counterparts, Lucy and Ricky Ricardo, became exemplars of American postwar values. The result was a countless string of magazine features, talk show appearances, and a merchandising line so exhaustive as to allow midcentury consumers to furnish their homes with I Love Lucy furniture and appliances, play with I Love Lucy toys and books, and wear his-and-hers I Love Lucy pajamas. In fact, the collecting fetish is far from stagnant. Entire online merchandising sites are devoted to Lucy and Desi, vintage pieces garner thousands of dollars at auction, and fans travel to Ball’s hometown annually to participate in trade shows, swap meets, and exhibitions.

By their second season on air, the couple had established themselves as Mr. and Mrs. Television. However, the public intrigue would soar to still higher heights when Ball’s real-life second pregnancy was worked into the fictional Lucy Ricardo storyline. Little Ricky Ricardo would be the first baby to be born in TV Land—a hotly controversial event in an era when television couples still slept in separate beds. Given the harsh media censorship rules at the time and concern on the part of CBS and the sponsors, excessive measures were taken to ensure that the birth was handled appropriately. The word “pregnancy” was not to be used on air, but replaced with more neutral terms like “expecting” and “with child.” A rabbi, a priest, and a minister scoured each script for possible offenses. On January 19, 1953, Lucille Ball and Lucy Ricardo simultaneously delivered their sons, garnering international congratulations and making pop culture history.

As the first woman to appear pregnant on television, Ball paved the way for the more widespread emergence of feminist discourse on mainstream American television during the 1960s and beyond. Even while Lucy Ricardo’s comedic plans to outsmart her husband often failed, her desire to strive toward something more than housewifery marks a significant break in popular postwar narratives. Unlike June Cleaver of Leave It to Beaver or Margaret Anderson of Father Knows Best, Lucy Ricardo was not content with a purely domestic existence. In fact, the narrative frequently liberates Lucy by placing her outside the confines of the Ricardo’s apartment and allowing her to interact with the male-dominated working world. Over the course of the series, she navigates the streets of New York, Los Angeles, Paris, Rome, and Havana on her own. She learns to drive, starts her own business, presides over community groups, and takes several jobs. Oftentimes, Lucy Ricardo dons masculine attire in order to infiltrate the world outside the domestic sphere—we see her as cowboy, basketball player, hunter, fisherman, jazz musician, solider, umpire, mobster, bullfighter, and, most remarkably, as Superman. While not yet engaging women’s liberation narratives at full force, Lucy Ricardo nevertheless serves as a singular example of progressive female agency during the early 1950s.

Whatever feminist discourse may have been noticed by contemporaneous viewers was strengthened by Ball’s highly publicized professional independence. Her unrelenting work ethic was well known and admired; she was among the wealthiest women in the world, a guest of presidents and world leaders, a promoter of charitable causes, and, ultimately, the first woman to own and preside over a Hollywood studio. Indeed, by the close of I Love Lucy’s sixth season, Ball and Arnaz’s marriage was lived out more happily on-screen than off. The two formally divorced in 1960, at which time she bought out his half interest in the Desilu Studios and went on to oversee production of hit television programs like Star Trek, The Andy Griffith Show, That Girl, Mission: Impossible, The Dick Van Dyke Show, Mannix, Family Affair, Wyatt Earp, The Real McCoys, I Spy, and Make Room for Daddy.

Ball and Arnaz paired with Vivian Vance and William Frawley for 13 additional Lucy-Desi Comedy Hour television specials before she dissolved her interest in the studio, preferring to work exclusively in front of the camera. Ball and Vance teamed up with radio veteran Gale Gordon in The Lucy Show, a long-running comedy series that chronicled the life of a widowed secretary and her best friend as they tried to make lives for themselves without their husbands. Once again, she showcased her slapstick humor alongside the most talented comedic names in Hollywood, including George Burns, Jack Benny, Milton Berle, and Carol Burnett. After a six year run, The Lucy Show was followed by Here’s Lucy, in which she worked alongside her real-life children, Lucie Arnaz and Desi Arnaz Jr. In 1986, at the age of 75, she attempted a final, but unsuccessful, last foray into television. Life with Lucy was cancelled in its first season. Lucille Ball died of heart failure in 1989 at age 77 and was survived by her second husband of 28 years, stand-up comedian Gary Morton.

Although Desi Arnaz had remarried in 1963 and remained in semiretirement for the rest of his life, he maintained a close friendship with his ex-wife until he died of lung cancer in 1986. As he would famously repeat to reporters, I Love Lucy “was never just a title.”

Laura LaPlaca
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BARNUM, P. T. (1810–1891)

A volume on quintessential entertainers would be deficient without an entry on Phineas Taylor (P. T.) Barnum, the self-proclaimed “Prince of Humbug.” It is hard to debate Barnum’s rightful inclusion here, or the fact that he did change American entertainment. More interesting and productive debates might come from questions like “To what extent did Barnum change entertainment,” “To what extent has Barnum’s influence on entertainment been positive or negative,” or “How much of today’s entertainment industry began with Barnum?” These questions, which say more about the questioner and the respondent’s views of entertainment than they do Barnum, point to the complex and lasting effects P. T. Barnum has had on American, and for that matter international, entertainment.

Phineas Taylor Barnum was born in Bethel, Connecticut, on July 5, 1810, to Philo and Irene (Taylor) Barnum. He would grow up with five siblings. In various editions of his autobiography, Barnum recounts the influence his maternal grandfather, a humbugger himself after whom Barnum was named, had on him. He remembers his grandfather as “… a practical joker. He would go farther, wait longer, work harder and contrive deeper, to carry out a practical joke than for anything else under heaven. In this one particular, as well as in many others, I am almost sorry to say I am his counterpart …” (Barnum 1855, 10). In addition to a piece of land the elder Phineas had left Barnum, he also gave him his knack for business, his love of humbug, and his success with deceptive scheming (Barnum 1855, 10). Barnum remembered his use of humbug as a hereditary right. It was with the assistance of his grandfather that P. T. Barnum began selling lottery tickets at the age of 12. Throughout his early life in Bethel, Barnum would attempt to become a man of business by running stores, creating a lottery, and employing a variety of other schemes. Even prior to moving in 1834 to New York City, a town that he would help to make the center of the American entertainment world until the advent of Hollywood, Barnum showed himself to be an entrepreneur. Having started his own business and run his own newspaper in Bethel, he proved that from a young age his main goal was to “fill my coffers,” that he would, in fact, put the “business” in show business (Barnum 1871, 165). He married his wife, Charity, at the age of 19; had four daughters, one of whom died early in life; and remained married to Charity until her death 44 years later.
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P. T. Barnum, ca. 1855–1865. (Library of Congress)

P. T. Barnum grew up in an America that was still defining not only what it meant to be an American, but also what it meant to be an American entertained in America. Puritanical debates about the evil of performance and entertainment left many citizens questioning whether they should access entertainment and what that entertainment might look like. Popular entertainments were often criticized as low and debased (Richards 1997, ix). In his autobiography, which went through many revisions and editions, Barnum recounts his experiences combating preachers and other religious figures who attacked him and his entertainment for its “evil” nature. He writes of one experience: “The clergyman took occasion to declaim against our circus; sad that all men connected with circuses were destitute of morality, etc. In fact, he called us such hard names, that I wrote a request to be permitted to reply to him, and asked him to give notice from the pulpit that I should do so” (Barnum 1855, 528). Knowing that such discussions could become marketing opportunities, Barnum would participate in debates about the morality of entertainment throughout his career and work to make entertainments—high and low—appear to be legitimate opportunities to “instruct and delight.”

Additionally, the very American-ness of entertainment was in question. Dramatists and critics debated whether Americans could still enjoy European drama, and many argued for entertainments that were uniquely American—written by Americans for Americans and about America. Americans were surrounded by European entertainments, American dramas—often pedantic or overtly melodramatic—and the newly formed minstrel show, which was often criticized for its baseness. Barnum would devise an entertainment that would work to resolve the problems of these art forms while capitalizing on their appeal.

Barnum’s first stint as an entertainment manager came at the age of 26 when he toured the country with his “Grand Scientific and Musical Theatre,” in which he presented his first human curiosity, a slave, Joice Heth, the supposed 161-year-old nurse of George Washington. In 1841, Barnum purchased Scudder’s American Museum in New York, and its collections of curiosities and taxidermy became his “American Museum,” the setting of the most important learning phase of Barnum’s entertainment career. At the museum, Barnum presented some of his most famous humbugs—including the FeeJee Mermaid, a monkey’s head and torso sewn to a fish’s bottom; and General Tom Thumb, a little person whose age and status Barnum greatly exaggerated—while mixing education and entertainment. In the 1850s, Barnum increased his audience by hiring and touring Jenny Lind, the famous “Swedish Nightingale,” and turning his lecture room into a theatre for morality and temperance dramas. On July 13, 1865, Barnum’s American Museum met a dastardly fate as it burned to the ground, thus ending one phase of his career. After the end of the American Museum, he would eventually enter the circus business in 1871 and would remain in it until his death on April 7, 1891.

A rather select audience will remember P. T. Barnum as the topic of the 1980 biographical musical Barnum, which narrates his rise as an entertainment man and celebrity as well as his relationship with his first wife, Charity. More generally, he is recognized as the famous entertainer incorrectly credited with the idiom, “There’s a sucker born every minute,” a phrase that points to Barnum’s role as a con man who often put one over on his audiences. But most will recognize him as the Barnum half of the famous Barnum and Bailey’s Circus, created through the 1881 merger of Barnum and Bailey’s individual touring entertainments, and a quarter of the Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey Circus, which merged in 1919 and is still touring today. But even these notable facts do not begin to explain the lasting effects P. T. Barnum has had on entertainment.

The thing that he is most remembered for—his circus—is arguably the least influential aspect of his career, for P. T. Barnum significantly changed the way we (1) define entertainment, (2) market entertainment, and (3) recognize the entertainer. Without Barnum, contemporary American entertainment would be an entirely different enterprise; for better or worse, he turned entertainment into a business by changing how audiences perceived it. While participating in debates about the morality of entertainment, he redrew the lines between entertainment and education and between high and low art. At his American Museum, he worked to prove to his audiences, and society at large, that his entertainments were educational, not just entertaining. He sold his entertainments as wholesome fun so that he could reach a wider audience, including children, young women, and men of all classes. Barnum’s American Museum “was the first to combine sensational entertainment and gaudy display with instruction and moral uplift” (American Social History Productions Inc.). Barnum argued that entertainment could encompass both education and enjoyment. A catalog of his exhibitions gives one an idea of the variety he offered audiences: “Industrious fleas, education dogs, jugglers, automatons, ventriloquists, living statuary, tableaux, gipsies [sic], albinos, fat boys, giants, dwarfs, ropedancers, caricatures of phrenology, and live Yankees, pantomime, instrumental music, singing and dancing in great variety, (including Ethiopians,), etc. Dioramas, panoramas, models of Dublin, Paris, Niagara, Jerusalem, etc., mechanical figures, fancy glassblowing, knitting machines, and other triumphs in the mechanical arts, dissolving views, American Indians … ” (Barnum 1855, 225). Barnum’s entertainment offered audiences a variety of expositions—from the grotesque to the realistic—as well as “moral drama … the principal feature of the Lecture Room of the American Museum” (Barnum 1855, 226).

Barnum also helped audiences to see just what it was about humbug, defined by him as something that “consists in putting on glittering appearances—outside show—novel expedients, by which to suddenly arrest public attention, and attract the public eye and ear”—that they enjoyed (Barnum 1866, 20). Barnum’s definition of humbug rejects immorality, for “a man may, by common usage, be termed a humbug, without by any means impeaching his integrity” (Barnum 1866, 24). Few audience members, far from duped, believed him when he claimed the veracity of some of his curiosities, but participating in the hoax proved to be enjoyable. Trav S. D. describes the lure of Barnum’s brand of humbug: “The practical joke and the sharp trade come together in the art of humbug. Essentially, one puts something over on the public in order to relieve them of their money. The trick is to do it in such a way that people are so entertained by the lie that they feel they have gotten their money’s worth” (2005, 58). Like the audience trying to figure out a magic trick, Barnum’s audiences could enjoy a chance to see and try to make sense out of something exotic or unconventional. They could derive pleasure from the experience of both imagining the impossible and the improbable and, if they were quick enough, understanding the hoax. Far from feeling duped or cheated, many audiences could feel superior. Barnum enabled American society to rethink entertainment by reworking its image and redrawing its boundaries. His advertising schemes, however, made that new entertainment alluring and turned entertainment into a profitable business.

A quick search of any bookseller’s website will prove that P. T. Barnum’s influence bleeds out into the modern world of business. Book titles such as There’s a Customer Born Every Minute: P. T. Barnum’s Amazing 10 “Rings of Power” for Creating Fame, Fortune, and a Business Empire Today—Guaranteed! (Vitale 2006), indicate that he is just as important to twenty-first-century business as he is to twenty-first-century entertainment. Trav S. D. goes so far as to dub Barnum, “in many ways the inventor of modern public relations” (2005, 57). He not only worked to sell audiences entertainment by collapsing education and entertainment into one event, but he also worked to sell that entertainment to audiences through his own style of branding.

Scholars agree that the burgeoning press was necessary for Barnum’s success as a marketer. The growth of the newspaper industry in the nineteenth century is counterpart to the rise of the Internet at the end of the twentieth century. While other entertainers worked to understand the press, he made the press work for his business goals. A modern-day Barnum would be able to successfully navigate Twitter, YouTube, and Facebook, as well as television, thus leading hungry patrons to his entertainments. Barnum’s brand of marketing was a complex and multi-mediated spectacle. From the outside of his museum to the stories printed in the papers, he created opportunities to promote his curiosities and entertainers where none had previously existed.

Barnum understood that the modern press could give him access to limitless inexpensive advertising and that as a result, he could flood readers’ vision with information about his shows, museum, and performers. And he did inundate audiences with traditional advertisements, though they were “more persistent … more audacious … more glaring … [and] more exaggerated, my flags more patriotic and my transparencies more brilliant than they would have been under the management of my neighbors” (Barnum 1883, 59). Those advertisements used language that interested Barnum’s audiences. For instance, in his “What Is It?” exhibit, in which he presented an African American man made to look subhuman, Barnum relied on ambiguity and his audience’s interest in questions of evolution to create a buzz (Freed 2002). He used familiar traditional feminine stereotypes to later promote Jenny Lind and turn her into a feminine ideal through advertising.

However, Barnum further realized that traditional advertisements weren’t the only form of marketing newspapers allowed. He also printed and disseminated “biographies of Tom Thumb, as well as lithographs, printed up by the thousand” (Harris 1973, 391). As Gregory Green points out, these prints became memorabilia that the public kept: “Audiences were given pictorial bills and lithographs, furnished free of charge by Barnum, most of which remained in homes as mementos (perpetual memorabilia)” (1980, 391). These advertisements reached both primary audiences (who attended the museum, performances, etc.) and secondary audiences as they became discussion pieces in the private homes of Barnum’s patrons. Much like the advertising he used with Thumb, he further harnessed the press to publicize Jenny Lind in the 1850s.

Through the press, Barnum introduced and crafted a public persona for the unknown singer. He launched “an unprecedented ad campaign to acquaint the American Public with the virtues of Jenny Lind” (Harris 1973, 119). He published biographies, lithographs, and posters of Lind, just as he had with Tom Thumb; newspapers circulated information about her even before she had arrived in America. Barnum created such a sensation regarding Lind’s virtuous womanhood that it overwhelmed her talent as a singer in the public’s eyes (Harris 1973, 120). Barnum’s marketing of Lind emphasized her status as Victorian woman; American audiences worried little over her voice or musical style.

Barnum’s advertising campaigns moved beyond print while still relying on the printing press; after all, the newspapers needed something to write about, and Barnum was quick to realize that a performance or a performer wasn’t enough to keep audiences interested in his product. He relied on the newspapers for more than publishing his advertisements or printing reviews of concerts and performances. Barnum manipulated the press and society in general by creating “pseudoevents, the planned happening that occurs primarily for the purpose of being reported” (Boorstin quoted in Harris 1973, 124), about which the press would write and people would talk. In conjunction with the Jenny Lind tour, Barnum turned her boat’s arrival into a publicity stunt. The press created such a stir prior to her arrival that she was greeted by throngs of people, which further created publicity when the press published accounts of it. In order to generate excitement for Lind, Barnum created ticket auctions and poetry contests as well (Harris 1973, 122 and 124). In his advertising scheme, it was not just the main event—the performer and his or her performance that was entertaining—advertising and publicity became entertaining as well.

Today, celebrities can be well known for just about any reason—heiress to a hotel chain, young kids acting out their best rendition of Beyonce’s “Single Ladies” on YouTube, or a famous actor starring in a new film. When it comes to modern celebrity, the possibilities for visibility are endless. In the nineteenth century, celebrity, as we understand it today, was just coming into being, and Barnum himself helped to create modern celebrity.

Barnum was one of the first celebrities to be known simply because he was known. He wasn’t a performer in the strictest sense; for most of his career, he managed acts. He was not the main event but the frame around the performances, curiosities, etc. Yet he was as big as or, in fact, bigger than his stars. Barnum didn’t have a talent per se, or at least not one easily recognizable to his audiences. His talent, it turned out, was selling himself. Bluford Adams notes Barnum’s “contemporaries were more apt to praise or condemn him for another mammoth achievement: his celebrity” (1997, 1). More than his advertisements, his museum, his hokum, or his circus, Barnum’s celebrity was his greatest achievement. Enemies and supporters alike recognized the significance of his fame. His entertainment enterprise was contingent on his own star status, and he worked hard to maintain an unprecedented level of celebrity throughout his career. It wasn’t just his show or attractions he was selling to audiences; it was his self. As Adams shows, in Barnum’s biographical writing—each revision of which worked to reinvent him in light of contemporary tastes—everything from his homes, and even his stationary, all point back to Barnum to reinforce his position as a celebrity (Adams 1997, 37). He turned his private life into spectacle and helped to erase the perceived separation between a celebrity’s personal and public lives. He used the same advertising methods he utilized for Tom Thumb and Jenny Lind for himself. Barnum helped to make way for the ever-growing fan culture of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries that feeds on information about stars, their relationships, their possessions, etc.

The name Barnum has become synonymous with big tents, big bands, and big animals. We remember him when we see that the circus is coming to town, when the spectacle of clowns, acrobats, and fire-breathing men fills the local coliseum for a few nights. Though the circus is, perhaps, not his biggest contribution to American entertainment, it does provide an accurate image to ascribe to Barnum’s influence. No name in nineteenth-century American entertainment is more responsible for the circus-like spectacle often attached to entertainment today. Entertainers from Buffalo Bill Cody in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century to Lady Gaga in the twenty-first century have been influenced by Barnum’s knack for showmanship, for spectacular marketing, and for publicizing the star. His fans and adversaries knew he was grandiose, but they might be surprised to see just how much larger than life he turned out to be. Few nineteenth-century Americans, let alone entertainers, influenced entertainment, business, or society as much as P. T. Barnum. He remains “the Prince of Humbug,” the ultimate showman.

Jamie Libby Boyle
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BARR, ROSEANNE (1952–)

I am a big, fat, loudmouthed, pushy, Jewish b*tch, as I have been lovingly called by admirers all my life. (Barr 2011b, 97)

Perhaps the strongest influence in Roseanne’s skewed worldview that makes her both an irreverent comedian and also a social critic in her own right is her beginning in life. Raised by a Jewish-cum-Mormon-cum-Jewish family in Salt Lake City, Utah, her mother and grandmothers—each in their own way—formed her divided and complementary perspectives on the role of women and were influential in her coming to a feminist politics. At present, Roseanne is in a similar position as a “child” of celebrity and Hollywood success as she is now one of Hollywood’s strongest critics. In the introduction to Roseannearchy, written by her first husband, Bill Pentland, he discusses her reception in Hollywood: “Much of the Hollywood establishment simply viewed her as a spoiled brat, an 800-pound gorilla, a histrionic, salivating she-bitch. And she is … She knocked the network suits on their asses by the simple virtue of presenting the truth” (Barr 2011b, xiv).

Roseanne made waves in Hollywood as a writer and as a woman. Her uncompromising personality and political critique of consumer capitalism and Reaganomics and the George Bush Sr. regime was a recipe for intense friction with television producers. Her tenacity to be heard was behind her sitcom’s success and her continued voice in America as a social critic.

A housewife with three kids, Roseanne played with gender in her comedic performances. She spoke from a housewife’s perspective with an all-too-real edge that polarized audiences. Starting in small comedy clubs in Denver, Colorado, Roseanne worked until getting her break on The Johnny Carson Show. In 1985, she performed her first HBO stand-up special, The Roseanne Barr Show, which she cowrote with her then-husband Bill Pentland. She won an ACE award for Best Female Comedy and Best HBO Special. As one commentator wrote: “While Roseanne stood firmly in her flat shoes, chomped on her gum, and slaughtered grammar, she spoke her mind freely without a trace of self-deprecation or intimidation. Refusing to fulfill the expectations that a woman have a Barbie Doll figure, a correct education, a polite demeanor, an apolitical mind, and an obsession with her own attractiveness, Roseanne’s early ‘nasty, brutish, and short’ image becomes her platform, her medium, her message” (Lavin 2004, 56).
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Roseanne Barr, 1987. (AP Photo/Mark Terrill)

Roseanne’s realistic portrayal of working-class life in America was a notable exception to concurrent sitcoms that featured families living in houses they realistically could not afford given their working-class income (Family Matters, Full House, and later, Blossom). At the time, there was also an explosion of female-centered shows (The Golden Girls, Kate and Allie, and Designing Women); however, these shows were in the “kitchen” of prime time as they were aimed at female audiences alone. Roseanne tried to close the gender gap, and its critical reception reflected its popularity among different age groups and genders, eventually leading to multiple awards for her sitcom including Emmys and Golden Globes.

Roseanne’s show was female centered without being aimed only at women. It had its group of women; the nervous work friend-cum-mother-in-law Crystal (Natalie West), the codependent and slapstick little sister Jackie Harris (Laurie Metcalf), the passive-aggressive and grating mother Beverly Harris (Estelle Parsons), and her two daughters that represented Roseanne’s own duality; the girlie and bratty Becky (Lecy Goranson and Sarah Chalke) and the wisecracking and creative Darlene (Sara Gilbert). These women formed the female heart of the show, but it showed the group as more than an affinity of gender. The women on Roseanne worried about jobs, education, relationships, self-sufficiency, and money far more often than the world of romance or male expectation. Roseanne, or more particularly, her character, was the unruly center of this group of women that negotiated the different interests and personalities of its members.

Roseanne’s realistic portrayal of both the hardships and joys of motherhood can be seen in her relationship with her daughters. She also parallels this dynamic through Bev Harris and her own negotiating of her adult daughters. When Darlene and Becky moved out of the house, for example, they, along with Jackie, often conspired to keep Roseanne not only from lashing out in anger, but also from her underlying neediness and dependence on her role as a mother. The unraveling Roseanne experiences when Darlene goes to college and when Becky gets married reveals the depths of the roots of motherhood in Roseanne’s sense of self. Similarly, Roseanne unravels when Jackie goes away for police training, and throughout the series she continually struggles to let Jackie have a life of her own. Many times in the show the daughters and Jackie hide the truth from Roseanne, fearing how profoundly vulnerable and attached she is to her role as primary confidant and friend to each of them. We can see echoes of Barr’s childhood in these scenes as she discusses her own mother’s insatiable desire for the truth of Roseanne’s life by constantly snooping through her bedroom and diary when she was a child—Roseanne’s character would do this to Darlene and Becky as well. Her character frequently underscores her deep attachment to her family, and while she often makes light of this attachment, she gives voice to a very real pain; the pain of separation from the ones we love. The real Roseanne quips; “I love my family and my friends and I do whatever I can for them, even though they selfishly insist on living their own lives, and I allow them to do that, because we all have a choice to make in this world” (Barr 1989, 50)

Roseanne took control of how women were portrayed on her show because she was intimately aware of how her unruliness set her up for Hollywood control. Her producer, Matt Williams, wanted to “base the show on castration jokes … recasting it from the point of view of the little boy. [Roseanne] wanted something else—something different from what she sees as the norm of television: a ‘male point of view coming out of women’s mouths … particularly around families’ ” (Rowe 1997, 79). Roseanne dug in her heels and kept the show in her own voice: “I know I have a job to do while I am on this planet in this incarnation: To attempt to break every social norm, turn it back on itself and see it laughed at. This is the most fun thing there is on earth. I chuckle with glee if I know I have offended someone, because the people I intend to insult offend me horribly” (Barr 1989, 50). Roseanne caused tremendous friction while struggling to keep her vision for the show clear. Once it achieved critical acclaim and solid ratings, Roseanne gained more creative control over the show.

Her show depicted a fresh new narrative of American home life between a husband and wife. Dan Conner, portrayed by John Goodman, is “neither know-it-all, nor buffoon” (Mosher 2001, 181). Dan is a complex depiction of masculinity for the times in which Roseanne was writing. The decade after second-wave feminism’s heyday, the Conners renegotiated family life and domestic labor, and depicted marriage as partnership rather than as adversarial. While they had their fights, the Conners were in love—they had sex and they didn’t apologize for it. Dan is not simply a henpecked husband, he was a “fully realized fat man, both hard and soft, secure enough in his masculinity to openly fret about his relationships with his mother, children, and employees while letting Roseanne run the house, and willing to acknowledge a libido that frequently finds fulfillment in the Conner bedroom” (Mosher 2001, 182). As Dan Conner, John Goodman portrayed an expressive, tactile, and loving fat man. Goodman’s obvious talent created a new form of fat performativity that contrasted with Roseanne’s controlled-until-explosive, stressed-out housewife routine. In bringing Dan Conner to life, Goodman emphasized “the expressive use of his jowls, the emphatic waving of his bearlike paws, the suggestive movements of his girth” (Mosher 2001, 181). Goodman’s comedic voice provided an equal partner to Roseanne’s character, breathing believable life into their loving, sparring, and fun relationship. Goodman, as Dan, would flirt with Roseanne by doing impressions of Marlon Brando, a hillbilly, the hunchback of Notre Dame, and many others. Roseanne’s raucous laughter at these impressions reveals the underlying intimacy at the foundation of their relationship—that is, if we don’t laugh, we will cry.

As an actress and writer, Roseanne knew how to give voice to the overweight Conners, having spoken from a position of fatness early on in her career. During her debut on The Johnny Carson Show in 1985, Roseanne says in her dry and caustic voice, “I’m fat, so I thought I’d point that out.” This was followed by huge laughs as it broke the audience’s tension surrounding her size. Pointing to her size as if it is no big deal, Roseanne was able to resist the stereotype of the fat comic who is funny because she is fat. Roseanne has always taken charge of how her fatness is perceived. She allows her body to be the brunt of a joke, but always on her own terms. She is able to speak to the desperation of a corpulent woman in a fat-hating society through comedy that turns the wound of rejection into an assertion of power that, ironically, is available to her because she is fat. Being an outsider to the feminine beauty ideals, Roseanne is allowed to be bitter, truthful, and hilarious. In her HBO special, she says, “You’re not gonna lose no weight. Here’s the key. Just be fat and shut up, and if you’re thin, F*CK YOU!” (Barr 1987). Perhaps the most tender and funny place from which Roseanne creates laughter is from the pain of growing up fat. She recalls wanting to audition for a television commercial as a child and being told she was “too fat, too dark, and not pretty enough” (Barr 2011b, 80). The sting of rejection runs throughout her autobiographies, and her appearance is most often tied to this rejection. Being rejected for this commercial, she writes, “became the genesis of my one-woman crusade against everything that sucks. I swore that one day I would undo the patriarchal system of ‘pretty means skinny!’ … all the other forces of evil would not get away with what they had done to me and all the other fat girls in this godforsaken world. I would make ‘fat and loud’ my war cry, and soon my enemies would be vanquished in the wake of my tidal power” (Barr 2011b, 80).

Roseanne’s particular form of comedy is in revealing the painful truth that underlies much of everyday life. Surely not the first to focus on truth-telling as comedy, the truth she told stung especially because of her subject position as a working-class fat Jewish woman. As she writes, a “comic needs truth to be funny. Without the sting that truth brings with it, you are, as my dad said, ‘funny as a chapped ass.’ I began to understand that the very definition of nice that most people accept is ‘not upsetting the way things are’ ” (Barr 2011b, 243). It is not easy for a woman to be “not nice”; indeed, Roseanne thinks that being “not nice” is the very definition of upsetting the “natural” patriarchal order of things. In a story that she says taught her the most in her whole life, she describes an incident where her little brother was bouncing a ball in his maternal grandmother Bobbe’s house. Roseanne’s dad disciplined the boy, and her grandmother said that playing with the ball was allowed. Roseanne’s dad punched the boy in the back of the head to assert his authority in his mother-in-law’s house: “The tension was unbearable. Bobbe rose, like a Goddess from her red kitchen chair, hobbled over to where my father was standing, breathing hard, like he always did when he had just proved something through brute strength and she slapped him across the face with all the power of her three hundred pounds. Time froze then, and I saw all the blood drain from his face. He had a slack jaw and saucered eyes. Then she spoke ‘You do not hit MY grandchildren, do you understand?’ ” (Barr 1989, 15). The concrete battle for authority between Bobbe and Roseanne’s father created the possibility of rupture in patriarchal authority on the basis of the strength of women’s bonds of kinship. This rupturing of expected norms of niceness or feminine deference to patriarchal authority was for Roseanne a creative act of forming solid female ties that must stick together to resist male authority.

Between seasons three and four, Roseanne divorced Bill Pentland and married Tom Arnold. Their highly public relationship was the subject of Saturday Night Live parody and multiple late-night jokes. At this same time, Roseanne lost a significant amount of weight and had multiple plastic surgeries. As she would later reveal in Roseannearchy, Arnold had been cheating and doing various drugs during their marriage. This celebrity-fueled media storm was short-lived (1990–1994) and ended explosively. Shortly after their divorce, Roseanne began a relationship with her then-bodyguard Ben Thomas, they married in 1995, and with him she had another child, a son. They divorced in 2002. Since 2003, Roseanne and her boyfriend Johnny Argent have lived on a macadamia nut farm in Hawaii where they grow their own food and host a politically themed radio talk show based out of Los Angeles. Roseanne refuses to marry again, which is fine with Argent. The two have submitted their life for perusal in the form of a reality TV show, Roseanne’s Nuts, which follows her and her family on the farm in Hawaii. The apron-wearing farming woman Roseanne has let her hair go gray and now believes she is making atonement for her dance with the devil: celebrity.

Her social critique is decidedly class-conscious: “Hollywood hates labor, and hates shows about labor worse than any other thing. And that’s why you won’t be seeing another Roseanne anytime soon. Instead, all over the tube, you will find enterprising, overmedicated, painted-up, capitalist whores claiming to be housewives. But I’m not bitter” (Barr 2011a). In the tradition of The Honeymooners and All in the Family, Roseanne’s show was “a milestone in sitcom representations of the working class” (Mosher 2001, 180). Roseanne and Dan Conner held many different jobs, started businesses that failed, and struggled each month to pay bills and answer the requests of their kids for new clothes, lunch money, and college tuition. The Conners came into money once through a small inheritance (that they used to start The Lunch Box diner) and once through the “imaginary” final season where they win the lottery. The post-Reagan era Roseanne was writing in saw the erosion of social programs and outsourcing of American manufacturing jobs. Her critique of capitalism at the time of her show is as strong as it is now. As she writes, “The Reagan Revolution (same shit, different century) worked perfectly for the minority it was created to serve: the Palins who go around encouraging the chickens to vote for Colonel Sanders” (Barr 2011b, 112). Similarly, unhappy with President Barack Obama, Roseanne blasted Oprah for supporting his candidacy: “He has no ideas, no plan and nothing to add other than the cynical pacification of the masses with bedtime stories about hope, while calling Unions ‘special interest groups’ that need to be done away with … You [Oprah] are a closeted republican and chose Barack Obama because you do not like other women who actually stand for something to working American women besides glamour, angels, Hollywood and dieting!” (“Roseanne Barr’s Wild Tirade” 2008).

While many criticized Roseanne seemingly losing sight of her working-class and social values in her rise to fame, she has launched herself back into the politics that made her famous, the politics that she made popular and gave voice to, in her loud, nasal way. She has recently been sighted at Occupy Wall Street gatherings and has been widely interviewed on alternative media sites. She is also active in her social criticism on roseanneworld.com. She has even gone so far as to declare herself a candidate for President of the United States—and the Prime Minister of Israel “it’s a two-fer” she says—running for the Green Tea Party. She plans to bring forth a “divine matriarchy.” In her announcement speech, which can be found on YouTube, she continues speaking from the margins of power in society by turning the tables on the powerful:

I will outlaw bullshit … the patriarchy will inevitably start to crumble, as will the concept of war itself which is largely a large load of bullsh*t … We will imprison the most dangerous people on earth using our strong military to find and arrest them. They won’t be hard to find as they are already sitting at the top of every giant ponzi scheme of a big multi-national corporation. Just one percent of the population. They kill dispassionately by stealing the wealth of entire communities and classes. They shall face a punishment more horrifying than death to them. These greedy souls will be forced to actually pay back the money they stole … they will be required to clean the sewers and the land of all the toxins their profits have brought.

In a time of widespread fat-shaming and vast economic uncertainty in America, Roseanne’s show seems as important as ever. She gave voice to her fatness, her womanhood, and to the working class of America who are sometimes lost in the glamour of TV ratings and multiple-camera shows. Roseanne blazed her trail and then saw it overgrown, lost in the 90s without a voice, giving way to new comedy blocks focusing on the young, successful, and childless: Seinfeld, Friends, Will and Grace, and others before giving rise to the fat guy/hot wife comedies of the 2000s (King of Queens, According to Jim). While an interesting parallel to Roseanne seems to be flourishing on the air in the Melissa McCarthy vehicle Mike and Molly, it lacks the biting, critical voice of Roseanne. Roseanne has declared war on Hollywood, and she has certainly tasted enough of the successes and bitter failures to rally her stump speech and speak to her fans and critics alike. She unapologetically gave her sitcom and her comedy a working-class woman’s voice, and she appears primed and refreshed to do it all over again.

Kristin Rodier
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BERRY, CHUCK (1926–)

Chuck Berry was the natural choice to be the first inductee into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1986. As his biography on the Hall of Fame website states, “[w]hile no individual can be said to have invented rock and roll, Chuck Berry comes the closest of any single figure to being the one who put all the essential pieces together. It was his particular genius to graft country and western guitar licks onto a rhythm and blues chassis in his very first single, ‘Maybellene.’ Combined with quick-witted, rapid fire lyrics full of sly insinuations about cars and girls, Berry laid the groundwork for not only a rock and roll sound but a rock and roll stance.” Although not dubbed the “King” by the mainstream, his breakthrough single, “Maybellene” in 1955, began a career that changed American entertainment. Berry did so in terms of both his work as a recording artist and his influence on popular music, most notably in how his songs have been covered by other performers and groups at each subsequent stage of rock and roll’s evolution, as well as in its subgenres—a legacy that Elvis cannot claim. Fifty-seven years after the release of “Maybellene,” Berry remains the touchstone, and there is no better way to start an argument on how he changed American entertainment than by quoting John Lennon: “If you tried to give rock and roll another name, you might call it ‘Chuck Berry’ ” (chuckberry.com).
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Chuck Berry, 1965. (Library of Congress)

Charles Edward Berry was born on October 18, 1926, in St. Louis, Missouri. Berry honed his musical skills and showmanship in St. Louis clubs in the early 1950s playing a mix of blues, country and western, and pop tunes. In Chicago, in 1955, he met one of his musical idols, Muddy Waters, who directed him to approach Chess Records. One of the songs Berry presented to Chess was “Ida May” (his adaptation of an old country and western song, “Ida Ray”), which he would rework into “Maybellene.” The song peaked at #5 on the Billboard pop chart and went to #1 on the Billboard R&B chart. “Maybellene” would be followed by a string of what would become rock-and-roll standards, such as “Johnny B. Goode,” “Roll Over Beethoven,” “Reelin’ and a Rockin’,” and “Carol.” Though his career was significantly interrupted by trumped-up charges under the Mann Act in 1959, which, after a lengthy court battle, resulted in a prison sentence that ended in 1963, Berry’s music was kept alive and became a central part of the repertory of the British Invasion bands of the 1960s. His only #1 Billboard pop single, however, was “My Ding-a-Ling” in 1972. Berry’s work has garnered him a number of significant honors in addition to his induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, including a Lifetime Achievement Award at the Grammys in 1984 and a Kennedy Center honor in 2000. His cultural significance was also evident when “a clip of ‘Johnny B. Goode’ was chosen [to be] played in the Voyager I spacecraft” (chuckberry.com). Also, in 2012, Berry received PEN New England’s Song Lyrics of Literary Excellence Award.

Berry masterfully brought together the different styles he played in the early 1950s in his Chess recordings—still considered his best work—fusing country and western with blues, most notably in terms of guitar style and showmanship through the influence of artists like T. Bone Walker and Louis Jordan. Berry’s mix of these musical styles in the transformation of the country and western standard “Ida Ray” into “Ida May” and finally into “Maybellene” provided Leonard and Phil Chess with the crossover appeal they sought for their company. The successful marriage of these influences results from Berry’s conscious intentions to gain a wider audience: “In his autobiography Berry often characterises hillbilly music as white and the blues as black, and admits that his use of hillbilly music was part of his bid for achieving popularity with a broad audience” (Taylor 1992, 31). As Berry himself states, “All in all it was my intention to hold both the black and the white clientele by voicing the different kinds of songs in their customary tongues” (qtd. in Taylor 1992, 31). But Berry drew equally on another American music influence—1940s and 1950s mainstream pop. As Berry states, “[w]orkin’ for my father in the white neighborhoods I never heard Muddy Waters … [or] Elmore James. I heard Frank Sinatra … Pat Boone … I said: Why can’t I do as Pat Boone does, and play good music for white people, and sell as well there as I could in the neighborhood, and that’s what I shot for … nice, nice music, and it caught on” (qtd. in Price 1997, 217).

What is accomplished by drawing together these various strains of musical influence is a sound that is characteristically Chuck Berry’s. Indeed, what he has a penchant for, and is perhaps his greatest legacy, is his union of musical ability and lyrical craftsmanship. He “has a knack for language” (rockhall.com). For Lennon, “Chuck Berry is one of the all-time great poets, a rock poet” (qtd. in Price 1997, 217), and Don McLeese (1987) and Paul Friedlander (2006) both proclaim Berry rock and roll’s “poet laureate.” At the PEN award ceremony, Bob Dylan “called Berry ‘the Shakespeare of rock & roll’ ” (Sullivan 2012, n.p.). Chuck Berry, or rock and roll—a performer and genre that has greatly affected American entertainment both as a musical style and for what it has accomplished in American society, particularly in relation to the segregationist contexts of its origins in the 1950s.

Berry’s historical context for this accomplishment was ripe for the savvy mind and musical genius that he combined. The post–World War II era saw the emergence of youth culture: “Early rock and roll is usually tied to demographic and economic changes that enabled the emergence of ‘teenagers,’ a social group whose sense of identity was bound up with their age” (Walser 2004, 353). Accompanying these sociocultural changes were important technological advances in mass communications that could be used to reach this new, emerging audience, offering them “fresh pleasures and identities” (Walser 2004, 345) through radio, television, and records. The relative postwar affluence that provided greater economic power for teenagers fueled the rebellious questioning of the status quo that rock-and-roll music came to represent. As some critics argue, rock and roll’s precursors—precisely those that Berry so effectively combined—voiced the discontent, the loss and desire, of various social and racial groups. Berry’s genius, then, was his ability to channel these toward his audience in order to identify with and “articulate the concerns and attitudes” of his audience (chuckberry.com). Even though Berry’s desire was to compose and perform “nice, nice music,” and he has denied any explicit political intent in his music—stating that “I made records for people who would buy them.… No color, no ethnic, no political—I don’t want that, never did” (qtd. in Biography.com)—what he accomplished is revolutionary in its polysemic possibilities. As Timothy D. Taylor argues, following John Fiske’s work on television and popular culture, rock and roll “must be polysemic in order to be popular, and those multiplicities of possible meanings must be negotiable, or appropriable by viewers. In other words, many resonances, meanings, must be activated in order for a diverse range of people to respond” (1992, 28). Taylor adds that, “Fiske argues that consumers of popular culture can form numerous alliances, sometimes dependent on age, gender, race, religion or whatever. In other words, one person can receive popular culture in different ways, depending on how they identify with the product” (1992, 35). Berry’s music, then, had a broad popular appeal, tapping into youth culture in such a way as to unite his black and white audience members—a music that could appeal beyond strict boundaries of color, ethnic identity, and politics.

Within the racially segregated world of the United States in the 1950s, any successful fusion of what had traditionally been seen as race specific—Berry’s own identification of, for example, country and western music as “white” and blues as “black”—and often marketed as such was bound to accomplish a breakdown of those boundaries in terms of the audience it attracted while also tapping into the types of discontent that the precursor genres exhibited. In terms of Berry’s own position as a musical performer and songwriter within that segregated world, he “would probably have been classified as a country singer had he not been black” (Walser 2004, 354). Maintaining the “black hillbilly” appeal would simply have made Berry a novelty act, despite his musical ability. Rebecca Thomas, for example, cites the harmonica player Deford Bailey, “who desired to play for an audience in the traditional country sound. Other black artists have labeled themselves as black hillbillies in order to be marketable, but the numbers of successes are few” (1996, 81–82). Berry, again, seems to have been quite conscious of the limitations that race in a segregated United States would impose on his music and thereby created a more inclusive genre for both the performer and the audience.

Rock and roll created a sociocultural space of greater potential. Paul R. Kohl’s adaptation of the Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin’s reading of the medieval carnival effectively highlights the significance and effect of Berry’s songs and performance as a constitutive foundational moment in rock and roll. For Bakhtin, “The medieval European carnival consisted of a specific space and time in society in which all outside notions of space and time were forgotten.… Outside of carnival was a world of hierarchical structure.… Hierarchy demanded that forms of reverence, etiquette, even fear be present. Outside the carnival was a world where good and evil, sacred and profane, high and low, all held their usual place of order. But in carnival, according to Bakhtin, ‘The laws, prohibitions, and restrictions that determine the structure and order of ordinary … life are suspended’ ” (Kohl 1993, 144).

Kohl develops this idea in order to argue that rock and roll accomplishes this inverted, liberating space—albeit, due to technological advancements in twentieth-century mass communications, the space of the rock-and-roll carnival expands beyond the limits of the medieval town square to encompass the nation and, ultimately, the world. Kohl concludes that, “[t]o put it in modern parlance, in the midst of carnival virtually anything goes. Barriers are broken down between all juxtapositions. Social status, political status, sacred status, all become non-existent. What is created is ‘a new mode of interrelationships between individuals.’ Barriers are broken down as well between performers and spectators. Everyone participates in carnival” (1993, 144).

While Kohl’s argument is insightful, and captures the initial euphoria of what Berry’s music accomplished in the 1950s, he tends to stress only one aspect of the carnivalesque in rock and roll: the generational conflict—the rebelliousness of that emerging youth culture in relation to their parents’ complacency with the sedate and mundane suburban existence of the Eisenhower years. As Walser notes, rock and roll’s early critics linked it to “juvenile delinquency, asocial behavior, sexual promiscuity, racial conflicts, and deafness” (2004, 357). But more importantly, “Historians have often trivialized the controversy by characterizing it as a generational conflict involving ‘exasperating teenagers’; in fact, much of the hysteria was provoked by the spectacle of white youth moved by and moving like black musicians. The music not only encouraged racial integration, but many fans found in another culture things that were lacking in their own. Rock and roll triggered a crisis in cultural authority as new ideals of community, ways of moving the body, forms of sexual display, and models of racial and sexual ambiguity reached a large white audience” (2004, 357).

The anxieties that Walser alerts us to are much more than simply generational while still conveying the Bakhtinian sense of carnival that Kohl identifies in the genre that so disturbed the status quo of the 1950s. There are, however, at least a couple of ironies here. First, Berry’s music did not aggressively challenge the American Dream because it celebrates the affluent society—particularly, for example, the car—and its utopian potentials against the drab repressions of 1950s suburbia that teenagers sought to escape: “It is paradoxical that a man who was already thirty years old by the time ‘Roll Over Beethoven’ was a hit in 1956 could so accurately speak for a generation of teens that was tasting rebellion for the first time” (Friedlander 2006, 34). In addition, Berry’s songs celebrate the infinite possibilities to achieve success through ability and talent, most notably in “Johnny B. Goode.” Perhaps the greatest irony is that, as an African American himself, as well as his black audience members, segregation prevented the vast majority of African Americans from achieving this, even though Berry’s life does roughly follow the story of “Johnny B. Goode.” However, as Taylor states, “A powerful reason for the lasting success of ‘Johnny B. Goode’ is that Berry’s lyrics effectively and succinctly tap into three compelling American myths: genius, the notion that talent will prevail, and … the American dream of financial success” (1992, 29).

Indeed, other songs can be seen as openly critical of these myths, as Paul H. Fryer argues: “The last line of the verse [in ‘Back in the U.S.A’] is crucial to the song’s meaning. The deadpan vocal chorus heightens the sense of vacuity underlying an American Dream that Berry, because of his skin color, can never fully join” (1981, 68). This is precisely the polysemic aspect of the popularity of rock and roll as it brought together an audience through the tension of the apparent paradox in uniting teenagers who could access the myth and those who could not—listening together to a performer who was denied it because of his skin color. By bringing together an audience of white and black (and other) teenagers, the carnivalesque space created by rock and roll contributed greatly to social change: “Berry transfers the repression of blacks, economically and socially, to the repression of youth by adult authority. The young become a sub-set of repressed America. It is not that Berry adapts to the situation of young Americans, just that merely by changing the focus of his songs the young are able to see themselves from the position of blacks portrayed by Berry. Berry admittedly made the first move to attract a young audience, but it was the young who moved most of the way, to join Berry and view from his perspective” (Fryer 1981, 72).

Berry’s musical mix of genres is important here again in relation to both race and polysemic appeal. As noted above, he claimed he just wanted to make “nice” music, yet Berry has also stated that he knew that he had to adapt to a white audience—“ ‘Anglopinionated’ is his word to describe music that will appeal to whites” (Taylor 1992, 31). Similar to the central significance of the car in Berry’s songs, the blues “chassis” that drives his music adds a musically critical component that works either with or against lyrics that appeal to the American Dream: As Taylor observes, “Berry’s use of the twelve-bar blues form is significant because of its heritage, its association with so many previous African American performers, some of whom Berry idolized as models. Berry’s employment of the form makes an important link with past African American music, and the way he uses the 12-bar blues is similarly significant because the continuity is maintained” (1992, 31). This adaptation of the 12-bar blues form remains influential in rock music and its expression of disaffection and desire, as it is in Berry’s music.

Hence, while Berry sought fame by widening his appeal to white youth, he remains true to all of his influences and the tensions that his mix creates. As Fryer writes, “Berry aimed at the lucrative white market, yet at the same time he used his flair for rock ’n’ roll to comment on what he saw from outside that section of society from the position of a black man. To do this, he used both the blues tradition and the stance of a bemused onlooker” (1981, 71). The blues influence and his “stance as a bemused onlooker,” both in terms of race and age, relative to his audience, are a potent combination coupled with Berry’s musical and lyrical abilities. An attempt, however, was quickly made to dilute the potency of rock and roll later in the 1950s with the creation of white “teen idols” covering black artists like Berry and Little Richard. As Walser notes,

White cover versions of hits by black musicians, such as Pat Boone’s covers of Little Richard’s records, often outsold the originals; it seems that many Americans wanted black music without the black people in it. Such recordings displayed little familiarity with or aptitude for African American musical traditions, but it is not that they were simply “watered down,” as is often charged. It is more accurate to say that they articulated different priorities and cultural values: they defused many of rock and roll’s challenges; they moved popular music back toward Tin Pan Alley models and sensibilities; they presented a more passive, patriarchal, and repressed sense of the body at the same time that they reflected the pervasiveness of white racism and the effectiveness of monopoly marketing. (2004, 358)

Though major record labels by the late 1950s moved to control the carnivalesque, Berry had changed American entertainment, and he acknowledges the fact that “white teenagers of the forties and fifties helped launch black artists into the mainline of popular music” (qtd. in Taylor 1992, 32). While Elvis, the “King,” the white boy that sounded black, became a Las Vegas parody of himself, Berry rocks on.

Jim Daems
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BLANC, MEL (1908–1989)

Melvin Jerome Blank was born on May 30, 1908. He reportedly changed the spelling of his surname during his teenage years in response to a disapproving teacher, who claimed: “You’ll never amount to anything. […] You’re just like your last name: blank” (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 10). Contrary to this opinion, Mel Blanc became one of the nation’s most versatile comedic performers, revolutionizing the art of voice acting. From an early age, Blanc had an interest in mimicking dialects, reflecting the diverse mix of ethnicities in Portland, Oregon, where he spent his formative years. He also developed a strong musical knowledge, and early jobs as a musician brought him into the world of vaudeville theatre and radio. Blanc eventually moved to California to pursue a career in the entertainment industry. Although employment was scarce, his time in Hollywood was fortuitous in another respect: he met Estelle Rosenbaum at a local dance and fell in love. Mel and Estelle remained married for over 55 years, until his death. Their union produced a son, Noel, in 1938.

In 1933, Blanc was offered a job in Portland, which proved formative in his comedic career. He was required to produce, write sketches, and star in six installments of the radio show Cobwebs and Nuts each week: a Herculean task, but one that forced him to develop a large repertoire of characters and funny voices. An oft-repeated anecdote from this period involves Blanc moonlighting as the host of another local radio show, a talent competition, when a blizzard prevented the entrants from reaching the studio. Drawing on his musical and vocal abilities, “Blanc held the contest anyway, competing against himself while [also posing as] a hillbilly yodeller, a guitarist, a female singer, and a violin soloist,” reportedly leaving the audience listening at home “none the wiser” about the missing guests (Lawson and Persons 2004, 47). Blanc would continue to showcase this dexterity throughout his career, switching back and forth between various characters with ease, earning him the nickname “The Man of a Thousand Voices.”

Despite the success of Cobwebs and Nuts, the stress of creating so much material for fairly minimal compensation took its toll, and in 1935 the couple returned to Los Angeles. Blanc was keen to move into voicing animated characters and initially undertook work for a number of different cartoon studios, including MGM and Columbia (Adamson 1990, 47). One early coup was securing the role of Gideon the cat in the Walt Disney feature film Pinocchio (Ferguson and Hee 1940). Initially intended to have an extensive speaking part, the cat was turned into a mute during the animation process, long after Blanc had been into the studio to record his lines. The sole remnant of his work in the finished film was a hiccup noise that he had performed as Gideon. Blanc was paid in full, however, and was subsequently fond of joking that “I got $800 for one hiccup, which I think is a pretty high price” (qtd. in Barrier 1978, 29). Another high-profile role was originating the voice of Woody Woodpecker for the Walter Lantz studio. Blanc bestowed the bird with his now-famous “Ha-Ha-Ha-HAA-Ha” laugh; an inflection that he had originally developed in high school. His version of “The Woody Woodpecker Song”—one of a number of novelty records he recorded over the span of his career—would later sell more than two million copies (Blum 1989, 136).
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Mel Blanc, 1988. (AP Photo)

Blanc’s most fortuitous employment, however, was at Leon Schlesinger Productions, the company that supplied the Looney Tunes and Merrie Melodies short cartoons to Warner Bros. (and which would later be assimilated directly under the studio’s control). Blanc claims to have spent 18 months pestering the company’s casting director for an audition without success, only to be immediately hired by his successor when the man passed away suddenly in 1936 (Stamelman 1980, 162). His first vocal work appeared in the cartoon Picador Porky (Avery 1937), and he was rapidly promoted to take over the starring role of Porky Pig (Porky’s original voice actor, the comedian Joe Dougherty, reportedly suffered from a stutter in real life and not just in his performance of the character, with the flubbed lines costing the studio a lot of money in retakes).

Blanc’s first outing as the pig, Porky’s Duck Hunt (Avery 1937), also featured him voicing an entirely new character, Daffy Duck, whose audience appeal would eventually relegate Porky to supporting roles. The following year saw Porky’s Hare Hunt (1938), which included a prototype of a rabbit that would become Bugs Bunny. Blanc himself played a vital collaborative role in Bugs’s development. As with most cartoon studios of the period, the films were initially storyboarded, and only fully animated once a voice track had been recorded: “At Warner’s, I consulted with the director and the story man in a sort of brainstorming session. […] These creative meetings thrived on collective inspiration. The visual rendering of a character enabled me to settle on an appropriate voice, which in turn helped the animators to refine physical characteristics. Together, writers, artists and voice-men imbued a mere sketched animal with a distinct personality” (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 77).

Tex Avery’s A Wild Hare (1940) is considered the consolidation of many of Bugs Bunny’s attributes. Blanc’s voice performance settled into a combination of Brooklyn and Bronx accents, reflecting Bugs’s new brash, wise-guy persona. Bugs quickly developed into the studio’s biggest star, becoming an important symbol for the American public as the country entered the Second World War in 1941. As Richard Schickel argues, “the Bunny’s personality perfectly suited his times. [… He] embodied the cocky humor of a nation that […] was facing a terrible war with grace, gallantry, humor and solidarity” (1997, 202). Although some of the films are problematic by modern standards due to their reliance on racial stereotypes, the character’s ability to triumph over aggressors using his quick wit and American spirit was inspirational to audiences living through those uncertain times. Blanc supported the war effort by performing as Bugs outside of his regular cartoon appearances, including a newsreel urging the public to invest in war bonds and in humorous routines for the Armed Forces Radio Network. He developed a variety of additional wartime characters, including a series of cartoons featuring Private Snafu (which stands for “situation normal, all f*cked up”), whose bumbling antics were designed to teach newly enlisted soldiers what not to do during their stint in the army.

The Looney Tunes and Merrie Melodies series also continued to add new animated creations voiced by Blanc. In addition to Porky, Daffy, and Bugs, the performer’s repertoire included Yosemite Sam, Sylvester the Cat, Tweety Bird, Pepé Le Pew, Foghorn Leghorn, and Speedy Gonzales. Blanc also performed a large number of one-off characters and estimated that he once played 14 individual roles in a single short film (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 79). Although these cartoons were presented in cinemas as lead-ins to the main attraction—a full-length live-action feature—the Looney Tunes characters eventually began to rival many of Hollywood’s biggest stars in terms of popularity.

In 1941, noticing the success of the series, Blanc approached Leon Schlesinger for a raise. The request was denied, but Blanc suggested a compromise that would involve no financial outlay on Schlesinger’s part: an on-screen credit. From this point on, all cartoons from the studio included, as part of the opening sequence, “Voice Characterizations by Mel Blanc.” Such an acknowledgment had never previously been granted to a cartoon voice artist, and it led to Blanc receiving a large number of unsolicited job offers for radio work, culminating in a weekly wage much greater than a small raise from Schlesinger would have provided. The agreement remains somewhat controversial. As Tim Lawson and Alisa Persons argue, “that Blanc’s name is still more readily recognizable to the general public than even the most successful and versatile contemporary voice artist […] may be as much due to this one genius stroke of self-promotion as to his undeniably colossal talent” (2004, xix). Although Blanc was ultimately the studio’s most prolific vocal performer—playing the majority of its top animated stars—he was not their only voice artist. Figures such as Arthur Q. Bryan (who, up until his death in 1959, portrayed Elmer Fudd), Bea Benaderet (the original voice of Tweety Bird’s owner Granny), and June Foray (the voice of Witch Hazel and successor for Benaderet’s Granny) received no public acknowledgment for their work. Furthermore, the wording of Blanc’s on-screen credit may well have implied to audiences that he performed all of their roles himself. Blanc at least partially addresses these criticisms in his autobiography: “What can I say other than, if I hadn’t been the first to insist upon screen credit, someone else would have. That every other cartoon contributor should be recognized but not actors was unconscionably unfair” (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 132).

The precedent of voice actors receiving a credit for their contribution, however beneficial it was to Blanc personally, marked an important turning point for the industry and did, in time, lead to many other performers receiving similar recognition. Lawson and Persons note that “Walter Lantz granted Daws Butler credit for the Chilly Willy theatrical shorts and June Foray credit for her work in the Woody Woodpecker cartoons” and that “Hanna-Barbera recognized Daws Butler and Don Messick for their television work in the late 1950s” (2004, xix). Today, such performers receive credit for cinema and television roles as a matter of routine, similar to live-action (“on-camera”) actors. If Blanc did not trailblaze a path to equality for all cartoon voice artists, he certainly opened a previously closed door that allowed many others to follow.

The 1960s saw a decline in the market for theatrical short cartoons, and the Looney Tunes series was officially discontinued in 1969. The back catalogue of shorts found a new lease on life on television, and Blanc would continue to voice the characters in newly animated interstitials, linking footage of old cartoons. He also diversified into animation roles created specifically for television. His most famous small-screen character was Fred’s next-door neighbor, Barney Rubble, on Hanna-Barbera’s stone-age comedy The Flintstones (1960–1966). Warner Bros. animator Chuck Jones once used the pejorative term “illustrated radio” to describe television cartoons, indicating that the medium’s low budgets required the use of relatively static “limited animation.” Jones’s comment nonetheless indicates the centrality of the voice in bringing the characters to life, counteracting the reduced number of drawings available to make them move. That Barney Rubble has become a beloved figure within American animation is, at least in part, a reflection of the nuance that Blanc achieved in his vocal characterization.

Blanc also enjoyed a lucrative career in radio, particularly following the publicity garnered by his voice credit in the Warner Bros. cartoons. Blanc notes that, during the 1944–45 season, he had significant roles (requiring attendance at rehearsals in addition to the live performance) on almost 20 different radio programs in a single week and had smaller bit parts in even more, resulting in frequent sprinting between studios (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 132–33). Blanc’s most memorable, and longest-running, work was on comedian Jack Benny’s radio program. Blanc made his debut in the series in 1939, performing a series of growls as Carmichael, a polar bear employed by Benny (whose on-air persona was notoriously stingy) to guard his underground money vault. He also won the part of Maxwell, Benny’s claptrap automobile, when the usual audio effect failed during rehearsals, and he managed to ad-lib the sound using just his vocal chords. This ability astounded the writers, who tried—and failed—throughout the show’s life span to stump Blanc with seemingly “impossible” sound requests. Jack Benny was reportedly particularly impressed by Blanc’s evocation of a horse’s British nationality, at the request of a particular week’s script (Josefsberg 1977, 103). However, as Blanc noted in his autobiography, “for my first six months with Jack, all I did were the sounds of Carmichael the polar bear and the rackety Maxwell. A roar and a p-tui. […] So I approached my boss during one Friday rehearsal. ‘You know, Jack,’ I said nervously, ‘I can talk too.’ ” (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 171).

Benny responded by giving Blanc actual speaking parts in subsequent shows, a number of which slowly evolved into recurring audience favorites. The performer brought his name, as well as his voice, to Professor LeBlanc, a violin teacher who would be tormented by Benny’s awful playing. Another famous character was an announcer at a railway station, whose catchphrase was the line “Train leaving at Track Five for Anaheim, Azusa, and Cucamonga.” Much of the humor derived from Blanc’s vocal inflection, placing an audible break between “Cuc-” and “-amonga.” The radio format built up a regular listening audience who became well versed in these popular routines, relishing their return appearances and new variations on the gags. For instance, one of the show’s writers, Milt Josefsberg states, “we eventually hit upon the device of Mel taking longer and longer pauses in naming the town Cucamonga,” at one point doing entire sketches between the two halves of the word, “getting a scream and applause from the audience who anticipated its coming but didn’t know exactly when it would come” (1977, 98). Although Blanc was placed under contract on the show, he was never a main cast member. Instead, his appearances were carefully staggered to ensure the characters never became tired or overused. The radio version continued until 1955, but the series was also launched on television in 1949. Blanc transferred many characters into this new medium; again as a frequent guest star rather than a weekly performer.

Blanc’s only starring vehicle, a radio series entitled Mel Blanc’s Fix-It Shop (1946–1947), was not a success (although it did provide a great deal of free publicity for an actual hardware store owned by him at the time). His major talent was bringing life to wacky characters—perfect for walk-on roles in another star’s radio series, or for animated figures in a seven-minute cartoon—but the relatively strait-laced protagonist (also called “Mel Blanc”) at the heart of Fix-It Shop failed to capitalize on this. The man himself later commented that, although the cancellation of the series meant going back “to being second banana […] I learned that I prefer being part of an ensemble” (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 201).

Blanc changed American entertainment—both in radio and animation—not as a glory-hungry leading man but as a character actor, whose contributions vastly enriched the project as a whole. He was extremely committed to the characterization of his many roles and in a sense “lost himself” when engaged in the act of performance. As Leonard Kohl notes, Blanc’s voices were so effective that “people soon forgot they were looking at animated drawings with a sound track [… instead believing] they are really watching Bugs Bunny outfox Daffy Duck” (1989, C8). In the 1970s, he starred on-camera in a commercial for American Express that emphasized the peculiarity of his fame: although his characters were internationally recognized, Mel Blanc was relatively anonymous. He notes: “I received more public exposure from a thirty-second TV spot than I did in nearly fifty years of radio and cartoons!” (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 259).

The curious blurring of Mel Blanc and his various alter egos was also evocatively highlighted in the aftermath of a tragic accident. On January 24, 1961, while Blanc was driving to a recording session, another motorist collided head-on with his vehicle. He was rushed to the hospital, and his reported condition appeared so hopeless that at least one newspaper mistakenly printed his obituary in the following day’s edition. Many of the well-wishing letters sent to the hospital were addressed specifically to Bugs Bunny, reflecting the character’s vital importance to children across the globe (Adamson 1990, 16). Furthermore, Blanc’s eventual revival from a semicomatose state reportedly owed a debt of gratitude to his Looney Tunes creations:

For three weeks I lay there, breathing but silent. [… My wife and son] tried desperately to rouse me out of my unconscious state, calling my name over and over, but to no avail.

That was until the 21st day, when Dr. Louis Conway […] asked, “How are you feeling today, Bugs Bunny?” And came the reply, “Eh, just fine, Doc. How’re you?” The voice was faint but unmistakably Bugs’s. Then he enquired, “And Porky Pig, how are you feeling?”

“J-uh-ju-uh-just f-fine, th-th-thanks” I stuttered. It was as though Bugs and Porky, into whom I had breathed life three decades earlier, were returning the favour. I may have been on the verge of death, but they were very much alive inside me. (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 3)

Blanc notes that he had no personal recollection of the event, but emphasizes that it has been corroborated by various sources, including family members present in the room and even the doctor himself on an edition of the television series This Is Your Life (Stamelman 1980, 167; Blanc and Bashe 1988, 238).

Although virtually every bone in his body had been broken, leaving him confined to his bed in a full body cast long after being discharged from the hospital, Blanc’s vocal chords were undamaged. Realizing that his father was growing restless while waiting for his body to heal, Noel Blanc transformed the bedroom into a temporary sound studio. Mel reportedly recorded the voice track for more than 40 episodes of The Flintstones in this condition, with the rest of the cast gathered around his bed (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 244). He eventually regained full mobility and continued to work on various animated projects, including achieving success with Blanc Communications, a company specializing in “creating commercials and cartoon characters” (Blum 1989, 236).

In his final years, Blanc garnered a great deal of recognition for his contribution to popular culture. His radio work earned him a star on Hollywood’s Walk of Fame. (Fittingly, his most famous animated counterpart, Bugs Bunny, was also awarded a star in 1985.) A 1980s study undertaken by the University of Pennsylvania ranked Mel Blanc “among the top five people that children in America would like to meet. He was in the company of George Washington, Ronald Reagan, and Abe Lincoln” (Blum 1989, 136). In his autobiography, however, Blanc notes that his proudest honor was his inclusion in the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of American History, as part of their exhibition on pioneers of American entertainment (Blanc and Bashe 1988, 261).

Shortly before his death, Blanc contributed voice work to the feature film Who Framed Roger Rabbit? (1988), portraying many of his popular Warner Bros. characters for the final time. This included Bugs and Daffy, who finally shared scenes with their Disney rivals Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck. The movie was a critical and box-office success and stands as an affectionate eulogy for an industry significantly enriched by Blanc’s talent. Mel Blanc passed away on July 10, 1989, at the age of 81. A lithograph was produced by the Warner studio in tribute, portraying a microphone standing unused in a spotlight, with a collection of Blanc’s most popular Looney Tunes characters gathered mournfully in the distance. Its title, “Speechless,” highlighted that the death of one man had effectively silenced an entire roster of America’s most iconic characters. Although the Looney Tunes gang have been revived in new animated productions in recent years, it is revealing that no single voice artist has been able to assume all of Blanc’s characterizations: traditionally, one performer has been cast as the voice of Bugs, another as Daffy, and so on.

Mel Blanc leaves behind a legacy of memorable comedic creations. The Warner Bros. cartoons, in particular, have proven almost timeless, with new generations of children continuing to discover his performances on television and home video. Even in death, Blanc managed to provide one final gag: his tombstone bears Porky Pig’s immortal line, “That’s All Folks.”

David McGowan
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BOGART, HUMPHREY (1899–1957)

The iconic status of an actor cannot be solely determined by the number of box-office successes, critically acclaimed performances, and industry awards he has garnered over the course of a career. If Academy Award nominations or top-grossing opening weekends singlehandedly established iconic repute, then souvenir shops on Hollywood Boulevard would sell ceramic busts of Mickey Rooney, Olivia de Havilland, and Greer Garson alongside those of Marilyn Monroe and John Wayne. The cinematic icon possesses a distinctive persona, one that emerges through film performance and remains within the collective memory of a culture long after commercial irrelevance and death. In addition to Monroe and Wayne, the personas of Charlie Chaplin, Marlon Brando, James Dean, Audrey Hepburn, and Elizabeth Taylor shaped cinematic conventions and affected cultural idealizations in America. However, although all of these personalities popularized Hollywood character archetypes, the unique persona of Humphrey Bogart resonates with irrefutable impact today. Bogart epitomizes the figure of the tough, vulnerable romantic replicated time after time in literature, film, and television. In comparison, John Wayne’s insensitive protagonists lack the aptitude for romance, while James Dean’s on-screen immaturity fails to express any sense of intimidation. Marlon Brando’s characters fail in love because of disturbed mental states, usually initiated by an uncaring and indifferent world. Only the persona of “Bogie” epitomizes the iconic leading man of the golden age of Hollywood through an impeccable balance of passion, bitterness, and strength.

Humphrey Bogart’s renowned persona first emerged in the late 1930s as a supporting player in Warner Bros. gangster films and matured following his first significant leading role in The Maltese Falcon (Huston 1941). Bogart’s gangsters possess instinctual toughness, yet they also exhibit an intelligence rarely displayed in film antagonists and antiheroes of the era. In his earliest memorable roles in films such as The Petrified Forest (Mayo 1936) and The Roaring Twenties (Walsh 1939), a sophistication and calmness materializes in Bogart’s thugs that distinguishes them from almost every other maniacal killer of the period. These criminals understand how the system works, yet their ability to see beyond exteriors almost never saves them from violent deaths or lifelong prison sentences. In a 1946 letter to Hamish Hamilton, Raymond Chandler explained, “Bogart can be tough without a gun. Also, he has a sense of humor that contains that grating undertone of contempt” (Sperber and Lax 1997, 289). Perhaps the stimulus for this undertone of contempt partially derived from the animosity and cynicism in his personal life. Bogart possessed a lifelong disdain for Hollywood’s pretentious studio system; its assembly line approach to making (more often than not inferior) pictures distressed him throughout his career. Even after the success of Casablanca (Curtiz, 1942) catapulted him to the top of Warner Bros.’ star roster (not to mention fortifying his sex symbol status), he still rarely saw his own films and seldom attended premieres. Before Bogart’s transition from B-picture gangster to leading man, he experienced a less than idyllic childhood during his upper-class upbringing in New York City.
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Humphrey Bogart, 1952. (AP Photo)

Humphrey De Forest Bogart was born on Christmas Day, 1899. He grew up in a townhouse on Manhattan’s Upper West Side along with his two younger sisters, Francis (known as Pat) and Catherine. His father, Dr. Belmont DeForest Bogart, a cardiopulmonary surgeon, and his mother, Maud Humphrey, a commercial illustrator, both indulged in heavy drinking. Bogart’s parents also developed addictions to morphine after initially injecting the drug to treat painful aliments. Although Humphrey later recalled his relationship with his parents as merely lacking in tenderness and affection, neighbors and childhood friends of the Bogart family recollect a far darker scenario. One story describes Belmont and Maud departing the townhouse for a month, leaving the Bogart children with an abusive servant couple who beat them. Clearly, such treatment affected Bogart and his siblings later in life. Francis resided in mental institutions throughout her adulthood, while Bogart himself abused alcohol heavily until his death and Kay died of a ruptured appendix (resulting from alcoholism) at the age of 35.

From the age of six, Bogart attended Trinity School, where he received less than satisfactory marks. Following his sophomore year, Dr. Bogart used his personal connections to enroll young Bogie at the prestigious Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts. He continued his academic decline there too, resulting in his expulsion in 1918. Bogart then joined the Navy on May 5, 1918, and received orders to serve aboard the USS Leviathan on November 9th. Following the declaration of armistice two days later, Bogart was deployed to the Santa Olivia, where he remained until the summer of 1919. He reportedly received his trademark scar on his upper lip during his time in the navy. One story recalls a piece of shrapnel hitting him in the face, while another recounts a prisoner in handcuffs punching Humphrey during an escape attempt. More likely the scar resulted from a barroom brawl following his stint in the navy, since a postservice physical mentions nothing about it.

Bogart soon after began to spend time at the Playhouse, a theater owned by the family of his friend Bill Brady Jr. After a failed attempt at writing, Bogart worked as an understudy and stage manager. He made his stage debut in 1921 and would go on to appear in 19 plays between 1922 and 1935, several of them comedic roles. His work in the theater showcased his developing talent but hardly exposed the iconic persona his film roles would reveal. During a road company production of Drifting, Bogart worked with Helen Menken, a well-known actress who would become his first wife on May 20, 1926. Menken believed in Bogart’s talent and used her influence to support his career. Unfortunately, the union did not last because of career pressures, and a year and a half after the wedding, the couple divorced. Bogart met his second wife, Mary Philips, while appearing in the play Nerves at the Comedy Theatre in 1924. Although he developed feelings for the actress immediately, it would be years later following his divorce from Menken before they started dating. They married on April 3, 1928, in Hartford, Connecticut.

After the stock market crash in October 1929, the production of stage plays began to decline. Many Broadway actors found themselves in Hollywood to meet the demand for screen actors during the transition from silent to sound pictures in the late 1920s. Bogart’s early film roles include the two-reeler The Dancing Town (Lawrence 1928) with Helen Hayes for Paramount and Broadway’s Like That (Hurley 1930) with Joan Blondell for the Vitaphone Company. Bogart’s brother-in-law Stuart Rose worked as the eastern story editor for the Fox Film Corporation and secured a contract for him at $750 a week in 1930. Up the River (1930), Humphrey’s first notable film under the Fox contract, costarred friend Spencer Tracy (in his film debut) and featured John Ford behind the camera. Bogart continued to work for Fox in a handful of small supporting parts over the next few years while also appearing in films for other studios including The Bad Sister (Henley 1931) for Universal, his first of six pictures with Bette Davis.

In 1934, producer Arthur Hopkins attended a production of Invitation to Murder at the Masque Theatre. Although the reviews of the play weren’t positive, Bogart’s performance impressed Hopkins enough to offer him the career-changing role of Duke Mantee in Robert Sherwood’s The Petrified Forest. The play opened on January 7, 1935, and reviews for Bogart’s performance outshined well-established costar Leslie Howard. The character of Mantee, an escaped convict, allowed Bogart to develop for the first time the merciless individualism that became an integral component of his screen persona. The role paved the way for Humphrey’s transition to the silver screen after Jack Warner took in a performance of The Petrified Forest. Warner approved the film version of the play soon after, with Leslie Howard returning as Alan Squier and Edward G. Robinson as Duke Mantee. Upon learning that Jack Warner wanted Robinson to play the role of Mantee, Leslie Howard told the studio vice president that without Bogart, he refused to appear in the film. As a result, Bogart was offered $750 a week to reprise his Broadway role in the film and soon afterwards signed a long-term with Warner Bros. starting at $550 a week. Although Bogart still trailed behind the star power of Warner Bros. tough guys James Cagney, Edward G. Robinson, Paul Muni, and George Raft, the success of The Petrified Forest allowed him to work steadily for the next four years as a gangster in B pictures. Even though the studio showed no intention of making Bogart a star during this period, for cinemagoers his role as Duke Mantee exhibited the dangerous loner aspect of his persona.

In 1937, Bogart earned critical praise for several roles in Warner Brother productions. Bogie appeared in Dead End (Wyler), his first of several lead roles acquired after George Raft turned them down. In Black Legion (Mayo), Bogart portrays a factory worker who joins a band of vigilantes resembling the Ku Klux Klan. He then played a district attorney modeled on New York’s Thomas E. Dewey in a major supporting role opposite Bette Davis in Marked Woman (Bacon). Marked Woman costarred Mayo Methot, whom Bogart met briefly in the late 1920s and later reconnected with at a Screen Actors Guild dinner in early 1936. Even though Methot was married and a paranoid alcoholic, Bogart fell in love with her. Meanwhile, his marriage to Philips approached its conclusion. By 1935, Philips’s Broadway career flourished while Bogart remained in Hollywood most of the time. The tension (not to mention pressure from Methot) eventually proved too much, and the couple divorced in 1937. He married Methot on August 20, 1938. The following decade would see Bogart secure his status as a legend in Hollywood following a succession of leading turns that transformed his persona from vile gangster to misunderstood romantic.

They Drive by Night (Walsh 1940) costarred George Raft, Ann Sheridan, and Ida Lupino and marked Bogart’s last supporting role. While his depiction of Paul Fabrini impressed moviegoers, critical praise of the film often centered on Lupino, whose portrayal of mentally ill killer Lana Carlsen set her apart from her costars. When discussion of casting the lead actor for the film adaptation of William Riley Burnett’s novel High Sierra began in 1940, Warner’s top star Paul Muni immediately received first crack at the role. However, Muni left Warner Bros. shortly thereafter following a contract dispute. Bogart then manipulated second-choice George Raft into declining the role by convincing him the film would be nothing more than another gangster picture. The film would be Bogart’s last significant role playing a gangster and initiated his working relationship with John Huston, who adapted Burnett’s novel for the screen and later directed some of Bogart’s most memorable roles. High Sierra (Walsh 1941) not only propelled Bogart to leading-man status at Warner Bros., but the film began the undoing of his gangster screen persona. A. M. Sperber and Eric Lax eloquently describe the new Bogart persona in High Sierra: “[He] was a new kind of screen character—an embattled man equally at odds with public morality and himself. He was a strange mix of ambiguity and integrity, someone who might be on both sides of the law, but whose true allegiance was to the man within, and whose world had neither ideals nor absolutes. John Huston and W. R. Burnett had created the Bogart hero” (1997, 141). Bogart’s performance as Roy Earle in High Sierra set the stage for his breakthrough role in The Maltese Falcon (Huston 1941).

The Maltese Falcon marked the third attempt by Warner Bros. to adapt Dashiell Hammett’s 1930 literary masterpiece for the screen. The first effort in 1931 (starring Ricardo Cortez and Bebe Daniels and directed by Roy Del Ruth) generally follows the narrative trajectory of the novel and performed modestly at the box office. Satan Met a Lady (Dieterle 1936), starring Bette Davis, trades mystery and intrigue for laughs, and consequently fails to capture the impact of Hammett’s prose. By the time John Huston climbed behind the camera for the first time to direct the 1941 version, the lead role of Sam Spade had already been turned down by George Raft, probably because of Huston’s inexperience directing films. In addition to approaching the film’s narrative organization with fidelity to Hammett’s novel, Huston practiced unconventional production techniques for studio pictures of the 1940s including elaborate storyboarding, abundant use of natural light, and shooting in actual locations rather than on sets. For Bogart, the film bolstered his leading-man status through his first substantial on-screen kiss with costar Mary Astor. The kiss took seven takes because of Bogart’s nervousness and the fact that his scarred upper lip forced saliva to one corner of his mouth. Bogart didn’t like love scenes, but Astor later acknowledged that “Bogie didn’t have to kiss the girl. He didn’t have to touch her. You knew by the way he looked at her” (Sperber and Lax 1997, 160). Astor’s acknowledgment of Bogart’s unique presence may have been in hindsight, but one can clearly recognize the power of his gaze during key moments of The Maltese Falcon. The following year, Bogart’s command of warmth and compassion combined with determination and purpose in the character of Rick Blaine projected him to the apex of Hollywood’s star system.

Bogart did not receive the initial offer to play Rick Blaine in Casablanca. Warner Bros. first announced Ronald Reagan in the lead, and George Raft would subsequently turn the part down (or, depending on who you believe, be rejected by production boss Hal Wallis) before Bogart landed the job. His costar Ingrid Bergman also played second fiddle to Ann Sheridan for the role of Ilsa. Several key casting and script decisions remained unresolved until the last minute, and the offscreen chemistry between Bogart and Bergman certainly wasn’t comparable to their magnetism in the film. Casablanca’s early status as a film that nobody seemed to want to be a part of perplexes film aficionados today given its position among the most influential and important ever produced. The film’s success largely stems from perfect casting, luck, and Bogart’s performance that would transform him into an icon: “Casablanca made Bogart; Bogart made Casablanca. Whether in a white dinner jacket or in a trench coat and snap-brim fedora, he became a new and timely symbol of the post-Pearl Harbor American: tough but compassionate, skeptical yet idealistic, betrayed yet ready to believe again, and above all, a potentially deadly opponent” (Sperber and Lax 1997, 209). Casablanca earned Bogart his first Academy Award nomination for Best Actor. Although he lost to Paul Lukas for his performance in Watch on the Rhine (Shumlin 1943), Bogart’s portrayal of Rick transformed the image of the Warner Bros.’ leading man into a mature figure possessing intellect and an ethical code. He would play another expatriate loner as well as meet the love of his life during the production of To Have and Have Not (Hawks 1944).

In 1943, after performing for the USO overseas for 10 weeks, Bogart returned to the United States to film an adaptation of one of Ernest Hemingway’s least popular novels: To Have and Have Not. Director Howard Hawks cast his new 19-year-old discovery Betty Bacal (better known as Lauren Bacall) as the female lead, a decision that would change Bogart’s life forever. Even though Bogart had met Bacall briefly on the set on Passage to Marseille (Curtiz 1944) without incident, despite a 25-year age difference the two actors fell in love almost immediately on the set of Hawks’s film. This did not please the director, who considered Bacall his creation and therefore his property. Bogart later confronted Hawks after the director threatened to send Bacall to Monogram, one of the lesser studios of the period. To make matters worse, Mayo Methot frequently visited the set after suspecting a romance between Bogart and Bacall. To Have and Have Not made Bacall a star, and despite Bogart’s unrequited love for her, he initially refused to give up on his marriage to Methot. However, her drinking grew out of control and on May 10, 1945, they divorced after six years of marriage.

Bogart and Bacall married on May 21, 1945. The marriage proved to be his last and produced two children: Stephen Humphrey Bogart on January 6, 1949, and Leslie Howard Bogart on August 23, 1952. The couple starred in three more pictures together: The Big Sleep (Hawks 1946), Dark Passage (Daves 1947), and Key Largo (Huston 1948). In 1947, the Bogarts flew to Washington to attend the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) hearings and protest the accusations against members of the Hollywood community. The protest attracted enough attention and pressure from the right wing that Bogart’s involvement jeopardized his career. He later published “I’m No Communist” in the March 1948 issue of Photoplay, a move that would draw criticism from left-wing opponents of HUAC.

The last decade of Bogart’s career featured several notable performances from the actor, most notably the depiction of prospector Fred C. Dobbs in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (Huston 1948). In 1948, Bogart started Santana, his own production company, and eventually ended his contract with Warner Bros. in 1950. Working with multiple studios, Bogart turned in memorable portrayals such as Dixon Steele in In a Lonely Place (Ray 1950), which many claim is the character closest to Bogart’s real self. He received two more Academy Award nominations for The African Queen (Huston 1951) and The Caine Munity (Dmytryk 1954), winning for the former in 1952. Following his last film appearance in The Harder They Fall (directed by Mark Robson) in 1956, cancer invaded Bogart’s esophagus, two lymph nodes, and a rib. Humphrey Bogart passed away after falling into a coma on January 14, 1957 in the company of his loving wife.

Bogart’s influence reverberates today in all forms of media across the globe. He appears in animated form in Slick Hare (Freleng 1947) and 8 Ball Bunny (Jones 1950), both starring Bugs Bunny. Numerous films feature or reimagine Bogart’s iconic persona including Woody Allen’s Play It Again Sam (1972) and The Man with Bogart’s Face (Day 1980). Action stars of the 1980s exhibit Bogart’s coolness in dangerous situations (both Bruce Willis and Steven Seagal summon his combination of level-headedness and power on more than one occasion). In France, Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless (1960) immortalized Bogart through Jean-Paul Belmondo’s admiration of his image. Frank Sinatra’s iconic persona wouldn’t be the same without Bogart. Besides the fact that Bogart was the Rat Pack’s first Director of Public Relations and Lauren Bacall named the group in 1955, Sinatra looked up to Bogie for years and certainly felt his influence. In 1997, Entertainment Weekly named Bogart #1 Movie Legend of All Time, and in 1999, the American Film Institute ranked him Greatest Male Star of All Time. Of the American Film Institute’s top 100 movie quotations, Bogart said more than anyone. All of these accolades and homages make evident the impact of Bogart’s persona on culture and demonstrate his position as one of the people who changed American entertainment. However, these mediations of Bogart and his image are only components of his persona. We may understand more about what makes “Bogie” by returning to all his films, including his critical failures. Embalmed within these cinematic texts is the key to appreciating Bogart’s iconic persona, preserved for the next generation.

Kevin Sherman
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BRANDO, MARLON (1924–2004)

Marlon Brando Jr. was an American stage and screen actor whose contributions to popular entertainment cemented the dominance of the naturalistic style of acting known as “The Method” in American entertainment. As Stefan Kafner writes, “His work has been sedulously imitated by performers for more than half a century […] Along comes Brando, and an art form is transfigured” (2008, x). Brando’s most famous roles were as Stanley Kowalski in Tennessee Williams’s Broadway play (1947) and subsequent film, A Streetcar Named Desire (Kazan 1951); and his Academy Award–winning performance as Don Corleone in Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather (1972). Other well-known roles include Emiliano Zapata in Viva Zapata (Kazan 1952), Mark Antony in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar (Mankiewicz 1953), Terry Malloy in On the Waterfront (Kazan 1954), Paul in Last Tango in Paris (Bertolucci 1972), and Colonel Kurtz in Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979). In 1999, Brando was declared one of Time magazine’s “Most Important People of the Century,” an accolade that is understandable considering how he so influenced the thespian arts specifically and American culture in general.

Brando was born on April 3, 1924, in Omaha, Nebraska, the son of Marlon Brando Sr., a traveling salesman, and his wife, Dorothy (nee Pennebaker). Theirs was a strained relationship, and they separated when Marlon was 11. Raised as Christian Scientists in Midwestern middle-class comfort when his parents were together, young Brando (or “Bud” as he was better known) and his older sisters Jocelyn and Frances went with their mother to live in Santa Ana, California, until 1937, when his parents reconciled and moved to the little town of Libertyville, Illinois. Marlon Brando Sr. was a talented amateur photographer, and his wife, known as Dodie, was a theater administrator, directing the Omaha Community Playhouse, and an aspiring actress herself. She certainly encouraged her son in the performing arts, although his sister Jocelyn was the first to pursue an acting career, studying at the American Academy of Dramatic Art and securing roles on Broadway, TV, and in film. Brando’s other sister Frances studied art in New York, a pathway he also initially pursued, before leaving to study with the well-known German theater director Erwin Piscator as part of the Dramatic Workshop of the New School in New York.

Painfully aware that as a high school dropout he had no career to fall back on, having been kicked out of the Shattuck Military Academy due to his mischievous pranks and denied entry to the army thanks to a knee injury from playing football, acting may have seemed the only hope for the handsome young Brando. Indeed, as the lonely son of a distant father and alcoholic mother, he had learned from an early age the value of acting, performing for his stupefied mother in exchange for hard-to-come-by attention. Dodie’s frequent absences led big sister Jocelyn to recall, “I became mother to Fran and Bud” (Bly 1994, 12). Despite her neglect, Brando adored his mother, and he stoically bore the humiliation of retrieving her from the local police station’s drunk tank, but his childhood was anything but carefree, prompting Anthony Quinn, his costar from Viva Zapata!, to tell Brando’s first wife, Anna Kashfi, “I admire Marlon’s talent, but I don’t envy the pain that created it.” One of Brando’s numerous biographers, Nellie Bly, repeatedly attributed his offscreen travails to his being the “adult child of alcoholics” (1994, 51, 56, 120).
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Marlon Brando, 1948. (Library of Congress)

At the New School, Brando was mentored by Stella Adler, a respected member of a Yiddish theater acting family. Adler recalls an exercise in which she had the class behave as chickens before advising that a bomb was aimed at them. While the rest of the students ran about clucking in alarm, Brando calmly set about laying an egg, explaining, “What the hell does a chicken know about war?” (Kafner 2008, 38). This immersion in the emotional life of the character was the approach of so-called method acting, referring as it does to the teachings of New Yorker Lee Strasberg and his Group Theatre colleagues, including Adler and Sanford Meisner. Their approach to studying truth in performance commenced in the 1930s and was derived from Russian theatre impresario Constantin Stanislavski’s writings, which were developed over many years of work with the Moscow Art Theatre and collaborations with his fellow countryman, playwright Anton Chekhov. Brando was an early recruit of Strasberg’s Actors Studio, where he was introduced to Stanislavski’s revolutionary acting techniques. As Brando’s highly regarded director Elia Kazan said, “No one can appreciate what the Studio means unless he can remember what the actor was in the Broadway Theatre before the Studio existed, a part of a labor pool, his talent scoffed at—you either had it or you didn’t in those days, talent was a kind of mysterious, inexplicable elite” (qtd. in Garfield 1980, 45).

Rather than presenting the character’s emotions unrealistically or in a clichéd manner, with standardized vocal declamations or stock facial expressions indicating the desired emotion, the Method Actor works on his internal world, asking himself to recall the required emotion from his own experience, postulating the “given circumstances” by asking the hypothetical “What if?” and substituting that recalled emotion for the performance, as he often tapped into deeply personal traumas. Brando explained to producer Sam Spiegel, “You have to upset yourself. Unless you do, you cannot act” (Bly 1994, 130). Adler broke from the Strasberg model after studying with Stanislavski himself and focused on the idea that actors should create emotion not by using their own memories, but by using the scene’s given circumstances. Today, most actors who study the Method integrate the work of Stanislavski, Strasberg, and breakaways such as Adler and Meisner in an ongoing quest to master the art of acting, conceding that the varying theorists frequently misunderstood the work of each other.

Nevertheless, the term “method acting” conjures up, for many commentators, a performance style involving a brooding, inarticulate level of studied introspection much in contrast to the fast-talking matinee idols of the 1930s gangster films and screwball comedies. Emotional power was in some ways the result of what was not said by the actor, as he or she underwent an internal exploration of the passion behind the character’s life. And Hollywood being so influential, method acting was taken up by foreign artists as a paradigm for cinematic performance, as the American actor’s disregard for the written text, his or her incoherent mutterings, stuttering and silences and dependence on physical mannerisms, permitted even non-English-speaking audiences to not only understand but appreciate what was unfolding in the screen narrative before them.

Brando first used his burgeoning method acting skills for summer stock roles in the New School’s productions in Sayville, Long Island, but his temperamental behavior saw him unceremoniously ejected. Undaunted, he soon found himself debuting on Broadway on October 19, 1944 in John van Druten’s 1944 play I Remember Mama, as the character “Nels.” This was eventually followed by a role as an anguished war veteran, Sage McRae, in Maxwell Anderson’s 1946 play Truckline Café, garnering Brando the award of Broadway’s Most Promising Actor. Critics were impressed by his authenticity in the role, and Brando’s pre-entrance preparation of sprinting up and down flights of stairs to give him a genuinely frenzied demeanor contributed to his developing aura as a serious actor who was thoroughly committed to his craft. Only running for 13 performances, the production was a commercial failure, but is notable as the first collaboration between Brando and director Elia Kazan, a relationship that was to culminate in the hugely successful stage and screen productions of A Streetcar Named Desire. Hot on the heels of Truckline Café, however, was his appearance as the hero, David, an angry young concentration camp survivor, in Ben Hecht’s 1946 political drama A Flag Is Born, which paralleled the struggles of Jewish freedom fighters with those of the heroes of the American Revolution. It is reputed that Brando only personally took the minimum daily rate due to his support for Israeli independence and that the balance of his salary was donated to that cause. He trod the boards once more in 1946 as “Eugene Marchbanks” in Candida (George Bernard Shaw 1898), before starring in the career-defining A Streetcar Named Desire in 1947, after negotiations by the producer, Irene Mayer Selznick, with preferred actors John Garfield and Burt Lancaster had stalled.

It was during rehearsals for A Streetcar Named Desire that Brando became a member of the Actors Studio, which had been founded in October 1947 by Kazan, Bobby Lewis, and Cheryl Crawford, meeting three times a week with other established actors including Montgomery Clift and Karl Malden. After the usual out-of-town tryouts, A Streetcar Named Desire opened on Broadway at the Barrymore Theatre on the 3rd of December, 1947. An overnight star as Stanley Kowalski, the role was the one Brando’s name was most associated with until his performance in The Godfather rebooted his star.

But in 1947, Brando had not yet broken into films. In a much-publicized attempt to take his research in method acting to its extreme, he spent over two weeks in bed or a wheelchair at the Birmingham Army Hospital in preparation for his first screen role, that of Ken Wilcheck, an embittered U.S. Army lieutenant made paraplegic in WWII, in The Men (Zinnemann 1950), which was mostly filmed at the actual Birmingham Army Hospital. Brando’s screen debut was lauded for his convincing acting from the waist up, although the film was another commercial failure. The young star then brought his searing onstage performance as Stanley Kowalski to the screen in Kazan’s adaptation of A Streetcar Named Desire. He earned the first of his eight Academy Award nominations for Best Actor for that role in 1951 and was nominated again in each of the subsequent three years for his performances in Viva Zapata! in 1952, Julius Caesar in 1953, and On the Waterfront in 1954. He also won the British Academy of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) Award for Best Actor in 1951, 1952, and 1953. His role as motorcycle gang leader Johnny Strabler in The Wild One (Benedek 1953) gathered no Oscar nominations but was well received by the public, prompting a fashion trend in sideburns, Triumph Thunderbird motorcycles, and black leather jackets known as the “Brando” style.

Brando won the Oscar for his role as Terry Malloy in On the Waterfront (Kazan 1954) and followed this success with a variety of roles in the late 1950s: as Sky Masterson in the musical Guys and Dolls (Mankiewicz 1955); as Sakini, a Japanese interpreter for the U.S. Army in The Teahouse of the August Moon (Daniel Mann 1956); as a U.S. Air Force officer in Sayonara (Logan 1957); and as a Nazi officer in The Young Lions (Dmytryk 1958). The novelist behind The Young Lions, Irwin Shaw, was dissatisfied with Brando’s performance, but the film was a success, the last major hit movie Brando would have for over a decade. In the 1960s, he continued looking for variety in the roles he accepted, appearing in films such as Mutiny on the Bounty (Milestone 1962); the self-directed western One-Eyed Jacks (1961); as a repressed gay army officer in Reflections in a Golden Eye (Huston 1967); as a fake guru in the ribald farce Candy (Marquand 1968); and as Sir William Walker in Burn! (Pontecorvo 1969), but it was a decade devoid of box-office magic.

In the early 1970s, Brando accepted a role that was to prove to be a mid-career turning point: that of Vito Corleone in Coppola’s The Godfather (1972), which became the highest-grossing film to that point. Throwing himself into the audition, Brando stuffed his cheeks with cotton wool as he did his own makeup for the screen test. The dedication to the role won him an Oscar for Best Actor, but Brando boycotted the ceremony, sending American Indian Rights activist Sacheen Littlefeather in Apache dress on his behalf to voice his objections to Hollywood’s racist depictions of Native Americans (although Littlefeather was actually Mexican actress Maria Cruz). Nevertheless, Brando had made such an impressive comeback in the decade that he soon became the highest-paid actor in motion picture history.

In 1979, Brando turned in a fortnight’s work in an extended cameo as Colonel Walter Kurtz in Coppola’s Vietnam war epic Apocalypse Now. Considered by many to be only acting for the money, Brando was paid $1 million a week for this outing, although it was widely reported that he donated a tenth of his income as a tithe to a civil rights organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. Brando was famously paid more money for his short appearance as Jor-El in Superman (Donner 1978) than Christopher Reeve received for playing the title role. After a near-decade-long retirement from acting, he returned to deliver stunning supporting performances in movies such as A Dry White Season (Palcy 1989), for which he received his eighth and last Oscar nomination; The Freshman (Bergman 1990); Don Juan DeMarco (Leven 1994); and The Score (Oz 2001). As late as a week before his death, Brando was collaborating with Ridha Behi on the script for a project initially entitled Brando and Brando in anticipation of a mid-2004 start date. After his death on July 1, 2004, of congestive heart failure, advanced diabetes, and pulmonary fibrosis, the film was redesigned as a homage and retitled Always Brando and finally released in 2011.

While notorious for his often indistinct, mumbling diction and his ability to ooze raw animal magnetism, Brando’s Method-trained, unpredictable performances were sometimes frustrating to directors and screenwriters but highly regarded by his doting audiences, and he is considered the most influential actor of the twentieth century. Director Martin Scorsese is seen praising the actor in the 2007 Turner Classic Movies documentary entitled Brando with the comment: “He is the marker. There’s ‘before Brando’ and ‘after Brando.’ ” While few would argue that Brando was not the godfather of method acting, there are some who claim his brilliant harnessing of the Method style of acting influenced more than just the thespian arts. It seems Brando, as the prototypical Method Actor, may be partly responsible for Americans becoming, in the 1950s, truly “middlebrow.”

Cultural historian Marianne Conroy argues that his acting influenced nothing less than the cultural beliefs and doctrines of an entire nation, as America fought the ideological fight that was the Cold War. The political arms race between the West and the Soviet bloc gave rise to a climate of deep and mutual mistrust in the 1940s. In a time when art was largely confined to the highbrow world of academics and elite cognoscenti, method acting was seen by “average” Americans as a retreat from the leftist, reactionary intellectual culture of the 1930s. And it didn’t hurt this perception when Brando was, in the minds of many, linked with the rough and tumble of motorcycle culture, as personified by his fashion-icon status following the popular success of The Wild One. His boorish behavior, rebellious sideburns, and leather jacket style were copied and exploited by other tough-guy wannabes such as James Dean and Elvis Presley, neither of whom were much interested in their work being considered highbrow. But method acting, as exemplified by the craftwork of Brando, was not just a distinctly indigenous American performance idiom (disregarding its inconvenient roots in the Russian theatre of Stanislavsky), so influential that “a new generation of playwrights and film writers crafted their scripts for ‘method’ performances” (McConachie 2000, 47). It was also apparently a factor in America’s “middlebrow” response, as Conroy repeatedly calls it, to the intrigue and espionage of the Cold War. Anticommunism was the cornerstone of Americanism in the 1950s, so much so that an unofficial cult of the proletariat valued the ability to promote and adhere to truly nationalistic values in the face of the country’s enemies, even the old enemies such as the British. For as Bruce McConachie writes, “Strasberg treated English actors and advocates of ‘style’ in much the same way that the media depicted Communists” (McConachie 2000, 63). As with the threatening Communist-like aliens in Invasion of the Body Snatchers (Siegel 1956), the non-Method Actor was skilled at external manipulation but emotionally moribund under the surface. Leo Braudy wrote that method acting (along with action painting and the beat poetry of Jack Kerouac) animated a “cold-war suspicion of unitary intellectual systems” (1997, 287).

Braudy positions the era in terms of “the solidarity against Nazism in World War II, and the sense of expansiveness in joining with the Allies [which led to] a closed-down defensiveness about the rest of the world […] and thus provided a laboratory environment for the definition of the America to come” (Braudy 1997, 277). He considered the prototypical Method Actor to be “the Brando hero as non-intellectual, mostly inarticulate and close to nature” (289). The zeitgeist of the time was one of patriotic suspicion regarding communism: jingoistic Americans were actively seeking out “reds under the beds,” and this paranoia about the Other incorporated a general unease about anyone who came across as “phony.” The recognizably American actor was no phony; he or she performed a true representation, whereas the English and other non-Method Actors promised mere simulation. The airs-affected English were never to be trusted, and Robert Brustein put it as follows: “English society is stable, social-minded, concerned with the welfare of others, while American society is fragmented, anarchic and obsessively involved with the problems of Self. Reflecting this interest in the Other, the English actor approaches his role as if it were a mask … varying his speech, gait and features to suit the needs of character” (1973, 1).

McConachie further explains the link between the reserved demeanor of the British, anticommunism, and the authenticity of the Method: “Since the late 1940s, many Americans had come to mistrust British intelligence for leaking secrets to Moscow; in the United States, Senators Nixon, McCarthy, and others had revealed that Anglo-American diplomats like Alger Hiss might be hiding their true loyalties under the mask of a reserved demeanor. In its opposition to British style, the ideology of ‘The Method’ participated in the very dynamics of demonization that had animated their persecutors in the HUAC [the House Un-American Committee] hearings” (2000, 63). The anxiety of the era was such that director Kazan, when forced to name communist-sympathizer names at the HUAC, did as asked rather than suffering a career-ending Hollywood blacklisting for noncompliance.

This interpretation about Brando affecting the national zeitgeist is open to debate, of course. Did his audiences see this “down-market bum” as American culture hero because of the acting style he used, or was it the roles he chose to play? In A Streetcar Named Desire, Brando as Stanley tells Blanche: “What I am is a one hundred percent American, born and raised in the greatest country on earth and proud as hell of it.” Indeed, Brando was said to dislike the term “Method,” and he denounced Strasberg in his autobiography Songs My Mother Taught Me (1994), saying that the famed theorist was a talentless exploiter who was never Brando’s mentor. If the actor really did come to influence an entire nation’s approach to the Cold War through his mastery of the Method, as the above theorists argue, it was most likely an accidental outcome on his behalf. Nevertheless, it is easy to see how and why the emotional honesty of his approach to performance sat well with a nation cynical about dissimulating Cold War adversaries.

D. Bruno Starrs
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BROOKS, GARTH (1962–)

In the early 1990s, country music benefited dramatically from a startling confluence of trends that made it a phenomenal story: You think country music’s Southern; well, it’s national. You think it’s twangy; well, it’s rockin’. You think it’s old-fashioned; well, it’s hip. And, most importantly of all, you think we’re kidding; well, we can prove it. The evidence arrived in late 1991, and the person it aided most of all was the fresh-faced cowboy from Yukon, Oklahoma. (Feiler 1998, 182–83)

In the 1980s and 1990s, for those who were listening carefully, country music was undergoing some changes: embracing both rural and urban motifs, the music was less “hee haw” and more “oh yeah!” It was “a little louder, a little faster, with familiar drums, less twang, and, for the first time, the hint of an edge” (Feiler 1998, 36). A savior for country music had arrived in Nashville, someone who would, almost single-handedly, go on to bring country “to an unprecedented primacy in America” (Feiler 1998, 9). Someone who, in 1988, was heard singing “If Tomorrow Never Comes” at a writer’s night in Nashville’s Bluebird Cafe, signed with Capitol Records, and began changing country music and American entertainment forever. This was the arrival of Garth Brooks, the “Father of New Country” (Feiler 1998, 29).

It is said that the best, most prolific musical artists “don’t react to the media, but push the media in new directions” (Feiler 1998, 183); they are leaders, rather than followers. In terms of country music, it is possible that no one pushed the boundaries more than Garth Brooks. His self-titled first album, which sparked his phenomenal success, became the biggest-selling country album of the 1980s, and immediately hinted at the even greater success that Brooks was to become.

It is possible that much of the initial interest in Garth Brooks stemmed from his live shows. In Nashville’s early years, country artists rarely toured outside of the South. Even when stars like Johnny Cash and Kenny Rogers played larger arenas, most country artists could not fill these venues like a pop or rock act could, perhaps because it was thought that country artists simply “didn’t do much onstage.… They stood in front of a microphone and sang” (Feiler 1998, 262). Wanting to combine the energy of rock’s arena shows and the sincerity of the country acts he wished to emulate, Garth Brooks “yanked country into the age of the arena” (Feiler 1998, 262). Heavily influenced by Chris LeDoux’s energetic shows, which combined “cowboy songs backed up with a rock ‘n’ roll performance” (Cox 2009, 52), Brooks’s shows became notorious, drawing crowds by word of mouth. In contrast to the image of country artists standing still and singing, “Garth moved all over the stage, horsed around with band members, interacted with the audience, and in general, turned the performance into a party where fans felt like welcome guests and joined in the revelry” (Cox 2009, 55). Brooks referred to his shows as “country with muscle” (Cox 2009, 52), and he enjoyed surprising his audiences. Whether he was smashing guitars and flying over the audience while strapped into a harness (or, indeed, swinging into the audience on a rope, or catapulting from a trapdoor); utilizing high-tech special effects including spaceships, thunder, lightning, rain, and fire; or simply joining a group of cowboys picking their guitars, Brooks’s audiences may not always have known what would happen next, but they were never disappointed.
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Garth Brooks, 1999. (AP Photo/Kevork Djansezian)

Since his first real solo tour in 1992, Brooks set about changing concert history. His 1993–1994 world tour was, at the time, “the biggest and fastest-selling concert tour ever fronted by a country act in the world” (Cox 2009, 157), a trend that would continue in later tours as Brooks repeatedly outsold even the most established acts, “including AC/DC, New Kids on the Block, Elton John, Aerosmith, Journey, Van Halen, Elvis Presley, Billy Joel, Foreigner, Neil Diamond, the Grateful Dead, Huey Lewis, the Eagles, Pink Floyd, Genesis, Def Leppard, KISS, Paul McCartney, and Michael Jackson” (Cox 2009, 216). His insistence that ticket prices be kept low meant that Brooks “not only broke records at the box office, but also with merchandise sales” (Cox 2009, 127). Country music was earning much more than in earlier, pre-Garth years: in 1995, for instance, three times more country albums were sold than in 1990, and 20 times more than in 1970. With earnings from tickets and merchandise, “Garth Brooks made more money in each of the early years of his career than the entire industry made in 1970” (Feiler 1998, 104).

Even Brooks’s song choices broke away from previous boundaries. Never afraid to address controversial topics, he sang about issues ranging from facing fears in “Face to Face” (which ranged from schoolyard bullies to fears of death to date rape), to the difficulty of moving on with life (“Learning to Live Again”), to following dreams against all odds (“The River,” “Night Rider’s Lament”), to fighting for independence (“The Night I Called the Old Man Out”). Perhaps his most notorious “message song” is “We Shall Be Free,” a song about “poverty, homelessness, racism, sexual preference, and class; a testament to inclusiveness, brotherhood, and tolerance” (Cox 2009, 146), which the Washington Post named as Brooks’s equivalent to “Imagine,” comparing the song to John Lennon’s masterpiece. The video featured cameos by high-profile people including Whoopi Goldberg, General Colin Powell, Reba McEntire, and Elizabeth Taylor and “contained news footage depicting society’s problems, counteracted by scenes expressing hope” (Cox 2009, 151). The song received a mixed reception, with some feeling that country music, with its apparent neglect of “such external issues as class, race, or poverty” (Feiler 1998, 243), was perhaps not quite ready for Brooks’s outspokenness about society’s problems, and there were fears that the powerful video would be banned. It was, however, aired at the 1993 Super Bowl and “subsequently received an Outstanding Recording Award from the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation/Los Angeles (GLAAD-LA), and won the Academy of Country Music’s 1993 Video of the Year” (Cox 2009, 152). The song earned praise again in 2002 when prominent gay publication the Washington Blade named it “one of the all-time most important songs inspiring pride in gays,” promoting the song’s, and Brooks’s, assertion “to love one another and let everyone else love whom they choose” (Cox 2009, 278).

True to his country roots, he ensured that every one of his albums contained “at least one song that dealt with cowboy and rodeo culture, the world Garth had loved growing up in Oklahoma” (Cox 2009, 47), yet he is also recognized for the variety of music styles he embraced: swing (“Mr. Blue”), acoustic (“Same Old Story”), and Celtic (“Ireland”), to name but a few. “Kickin’ and Screamin’ ” was a song “comparing birth and death with a whoop and a holler” (Cox 2009, 177), while “The Night Will Only Know” was a dark tale of a murder and a cover-up. It seemed there was no topic that he would not sing about. Songwriter Warren Haynes, speaking of Brooks’s version of “Two of a Kind,” said that he loved “the fact that he can step from one musical style to another with ease and never lose the authenticity of any of it” (Cox 2009, 86). This has at times earned criticism, as songs such as “Shameless” landed Brooks in the middle of the pop-versus-traditional debate, with some critics feeling that he was losing sight of “traditional” country. Yet he always insisted that he would remain loyal to country; that rather than trying to “turn pop,” he was instead trying to show listeners how diverse country could be in the hope of bringing more people to country music, admitting he “loved nothing more than to hear about kids switching over to country stations” (Cox 2009, 109). It soon became clear that many listeners, including those who previously claimed they hated country music, were listening to Garth Brooks and realizing how diverse the genre is, with “people all across the nation saying, ‘Hmm, I didn’t know country could be cool’ ” (Feiler 1998, 6). As Bruce Feiler states, “country music, once the voice of a distinct minority in America—working-class Southerners—had become the voice of the new American majority: middle-class suburbanites. No longer about one particular place, country music had become about every place” (1998, 38).

Brooks’s influence moved country music out of the rural areas, and it became the top format in over half of America’s urban areas. Perhaps the most obvious example of this was his Central Park concert, as even Brooks himself felt unsure about whether he could draw a New York audience—after all, as the New York Times asked, “What’s New York about Garth Brooks?” (Ratliff 1997, par. 2). Despite initial concerns, no one could have predicted the spectacular outcome of the event, which was dubbed “Garthstock,” “And for those who had speculated that country music wasn’t for New Yorkers, Garth led with ‘Rodeo’ and followed it with ‘Papa Loved Mama.’ It was rough and rowdy country music and the crowd went nuts” (Cox 2009, 220).

Garth Live from Central Park was the highest-rated original program on HBO in 1997, the most-watched special on cable television in the same year with almost 15 million viewers, and the most-watched program ever on CMT Canada. In 1998, it was nominated for six Emmy awards and won Brooks a Special Achievement Award by the Academy of Country Music. Brooks’s concert in Central Park marked “the arrival of country music at the forefront of American popular culture” (Feiler 1998, 378). Even the skeptical New York press, who initially felt Brooks was setting himself up to fail in trying to win a New York crowd, were eventually convinced of his appeal; indeed, “No country star has pulled this kind of crowd anywhere, and to do it in New York City, well, anyone who thinks they can do better is welcome to try” (Cox 2009, 221).

Brooks was also instrumental in opening up the European market to country music, something that was considered risky as European audiences were seen as less responsive to country music. Yet he proved to be a resounding success. As Patsi Bale Cox aptly put it: “Never in country music’s history has an artist so completely won over the world” (2009, 165). His success around the world encouraged more country acts to tour other countries, and promoters were more than happy to book them, meaning that more country acts were becoming established and reaping the rewards of Brooks’s success. In recognition of this, in May 1995: “The Academy of Country Music presented Garth with the Jim Reeves Memorial Award at its 30th Annual ACM Awards show in Los Angeles. Named for the man who 35 years earlier had pioneered international country markets, the award is only given when the ACM recognizes an artist who has uniquely promoted and enhanced the image of country music internationally” (Cox 2009, 169).

If the crowds of people who attended Brooks’s concerts and bought his records were not enough proof of this success, then the sheer volume of awards and honors he won would leave no doubt as to his popularity. In 1991, “If Tomorrow Never Comes” was named Favorite Country Single at the American Music Awards, International Single of the Year by London’s Country Music People magazine, and one of the Top 10 songs of the year at the Music City News Songwriter Awards. “Friends in Low Places” was awarded Single of the Year at both the CMA and ACM awards shows in 1991, and the song reaching #1 in 1990 coincided with Brooks’s induction into the Grand Ole Opry. No Fences sold 700,000 copies in the first 10 days of its release, “and reached a higher position on the pop album chart (#3) than any country release in five years” (Feiler 1998, 113–14). It would go on to sell millions, becoming “the bestselling country album of all time and the tenth-bestselling album of any genre in history” (Feiler 1998, 114). “The Thunder Rolls” was the fourth #1 single from No Fences and was awarded Favorite Country Single at the 1992 American Music Awards. The video for the song—“a dark mini-movie with a spousal abuse theme concluding with the woman striking back” (Cox 2009, 87)—was initially banned for implied violence but, after gaining support from battered women’s shelters and being used by various organizations to raise money and highlight the severity of domestic violence, ultimately won a CMA award in 1991. “The Dance” is often viewed as the song that made Brooks’s career, and that came to be known as “the defining song for the entire modern era of country. Six years after its release, ‘The Dance’ was voted the #1 song of all time by readers of Country Weekly” (Feiler 1998, 112). In January 2002, the 29th Annual American Music Awards presented Brooks with the Award of Merit, an award that was previously won by the likes of Paul McCartney, Frank Sinatra, Stevie Wonder, and Willie Nelson. Two months later, he won ASCAP’s Golden Note Award “for outstanding contributions to American music as a performer and songwriter” (Cox 2009, 301). The awards continued throughout his career and into his retirement. Upon his arrival in Nashville in the 1980s, Garth Brooks was making himself more than a musical phenomenon: “He was turning himself into an icon. It was not just his music that was capturing attention. Others in Nashville had done that before him; others would do that after him. But Garth was on his way to becoming something more. He was becoming emblematic of an entire era” (Feiler 1998, 114).

Brooks’s impact on country music is undisputable, not least because he is frequently cited as having “the fastest rise to stardom of any artist in American history” (Feiler 1998, 6). Thanks to his impact on country music, “the once ridiculed world of Nashville had become an unlikely focal point of American pop culture,” had “overnight exploded into the mainstream American music” (Feiler 1998, 38). In 1984, only a few short years before he burst onto the music scene, “there were only seven country albums certified gold (indicating sales of 500,000 or more)” (Cox 2009, 89). Yet Billboard registered 33 gold country albums by the end of 1990—when Garth-mania had set in—suggesting that his influence had attracted more fans, not only to his music but also to other artists within the genre. When we consider how, for example, 1 in every 10 country records sold in 1998 was a Garth Brooks record (Cox 2009, 264), it is clear that he made country a “hot commodity” (Cox 2009, 105). Entertainment Weekly cited Brooks as one of the top 50 most influential people in the entertainment industry, as well as “the most popular singer in America” (Cox 2009, 121) when he had only been signed to a record label for less than four years (Cox 2009, 120), and the Recording Industry Association of America announced that Brooks was officially the fastest-selling artist of all time when he sold 50 million albums in just six years. His appeal within country music was obvious: between 1997 and 1999, for instance, the praise he received from the press was outstanding. He was named Performance magazine’s Country Act of the Year for the sixth time, Newsweek named him “the most-loved country singer in history,” and he was named Playboy’s Male Country Vocalist of 1997 (Cox 2009, 248–49). The Seattle Times stated that “Brooks has almost single-handedly boosted country music to its greatest level of popularity” (Cox 2009, 121).

His influence reached more than just country music; he seemed to have an effect on all music, as Album Network noted: “Garth Brooks isn’t just a superstar country artist anymore, he’s rewritten music history” (Cox 2009, 121). This is evident when we consider how he was not only breaking records within country music history but also successfully competing against noncountry superstars: he is, after all, “only the third male solo artist—after Michael Jackson and Billy Joel—with back-to-back albums over five million” (Cox 2009, 133). The readers of People magazine named him their Favorite Male Singer, beating Elton John, George Strait, Michael Bolton, and even Elvis, while he received the Distinguished Artist Award from the Music Center of Los Angeles in 1998. He became the first artist to win four Entertainer of the Year awards from the CMA, beating the record he had earlier tied with the band Alabama, and, in October 2000, his record sales passed “the 100 million sales mark, a feat unmatched by any other solo artist in history” (Cox 2009, 281). The release of Scarecrow “marked the seventh time Garth debuted at #1 on the Top 200 chart (more times than any other artist) and the ninth time atop the country albums chart” (Cox 2009, 292–93). When Brooks left Capitol after the release of Scarecrow, he was approached by retail giant Walmart with a unique idea: to release an album of favorite songs he had previously recorded but that had never made it to any earlier album. The album, The Lost Sessions, included the Chris LeDoux tribute “Good Ride Cowboy” and quickly became the largest-selling music item in Walmart’s history (Cox 2009, 307). Throughout his career, he was named “the bestselling country artist in history, the bestselling artist of any genre in the 1990s, and the bestselling solo artist in North American history, behind only the Beatles in total sales” (Feiler 1998, 6). As of the end of 2010, Brooks’s worldwide sales were well in excess of 200 million, an astonishing figure and one that is still on the rise.

Upon his semi-retirement, all of country music—American entertainment, even—noticed the loss of Brooks as “a writer and performer of great songs” (Cox 2009, 272)—understandably, considering he accounted for “a fifth of all country sales” (Feiler 1998, 193). While country music sales rose during his reign, after his retirement, sales dropped and “country music found itself with a shrinking number of big-selling acts” (Feiler 1998, 275). In terms of Brooks’s own career, however, retirement has certainly not slowed his success. Between 2000 and 2008, “Garth sold an additional 28 million records. And he is still making history. When a new single, ‘More Than a Memory,’ was released in 2007, it became the first to ever enter the Billboard charts at number 1. … At the time his final Capitol album, Scarecrow, was released, the industry still looked to Garth to bolster overall sales” (Cox 2009, 297).

So what made Garth Brooks the success he became? Perhaps it is his evident, and simple, love of country music, which allowed him to draw attention to many of Nashville’s wonderful songwriters and unashamedly stretch the boundaries of country music in terms of its subjects and styles, ranging from “western themes to tongue-in-cheek to powerful message songs no one else would touch” (Cox 2009, 313), all the while proving that expanding the genre does not mean hurting or disrespecting it. In doing so, Brooks forced America, and the world, to take notice of country music and to stop viewing it as a below-par form of entertainment. Admitting his love for rock giants including Queen and KISS, and recording a version of Aerosmith’s “Fever,” Brooks maintained his country roots while bringing these rock influences to it, proving that country music is not off-limits to anyone and attracting legions of new fans to the genre. Perhaps it is how he took country music around the world, opening up the market in ways never before imagined. Perhaps it is his music videos, which he only made when he felt he had something important to say and which certainly got him in trouble on more than one occasion, but which never failed to grab people’s attention and raise awareness of an important, often neglected, cause. Perhaps it was his concerts, where fans felt connected to him as if they were in a smaller, more intimate setting, while also being thrilled by his energetic stage behavior, a trend that many other country acts have emulated, and all the while ensuring his ticket prices remained affordable.

Whatever the reason, it is clear that not only was Brooks an unprecedented and unrivalled talent, he was also “a phenomenon that was not likely to happen again, especially by design” (Cox 2009, 275). Music executives and fans realized that, while they will undoubtedly discover many more successes, there will only ever be one Garth Brooks.

Mary Ryan
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BROWN, JAMES (1933–2006)

Born James Joseph Brown Jr. on May 3, 1933, in Barnwell, South Carolina, James Brown endured a trying childhood; raised in extreme poverty by his brothel-owning aunt from the age of four, Brown still managed to become one of the most influential and innovative musicians and sociopolitical commentators of his time.

As a child in South Carolina, Brown began his career at age 11, competing in, and winning local talent shows, cultivating his distinctive voice singing gospel in church, and even dancing for troops at the nearby Camp Gordon before they shipped out at the start of World War II. His childhood also provided fertile ground for Brown’s musical abilities, as he not only taught himself to play the harmonica his father had given him, but also learned the guitar, drums, and piano from neighbors. Despite this fruitful musical education, Brown never learned formal theory, eschewing charts, arrangements, or even reading music (Smith 2012, 11–17).

Being raised in poverty, however, led Brown toward theft and at the age of 15, a prison sentence of 8 to 16 years. Yet this misfortune turned into serendipity. In jail, Brown befriended the warden and subsequently organized and led a gospel choir. His performance caught the eye of future R&B star Bobby Byrd, who played baseball against the reform school. Impressed with his performance, Byrd lobbied the parole board on behalf of Brown, earning the singer’s early release and moving him to Toccoa, Georgia, to join Byrd’s vocal group, the Gospel Starlighters (Brown 2008). Based primarily within the African American vocal tradition of gospel, the group soon evolved into a more contemporary, and secular, rhythm and blues sound, renaming themselves the Famous Flames. Playing all across Georgia (on what Brown and others called “the chitlin’ circuit”), the all-black revue compelled each of its members to not only sing and dance but also play at least two instruments. Profoundly influenced by such musicians as Little Richard, Ray Charles, and Little Willie John, the Flames earned their big break from the famous Richard, whose manager helped promote them and earn a spot on the King Records roster in 1955 (Szatmary 1996, 164–65). The Flames’ first single, “Please, Please, Please” in 1956, was a massive hit, despite the antipathy of the label’s owner toward it, selling over a million copies and landing in the Top 5 on Billboard’s R&B charts. But their success was hard to emulate; it took three more years and nine dud singles until the group earned its second hit.

Now billed as James Brown and the Famous Flames, with the Flames serving as a backup band and vocal accompaniment, Brown hit the pop charts with the doo-wop-influenced single “Try Me” in 1958 and followed up quickly with the rock n’ roll-inflected “Good Good Lovin’ ” (1959) and “Think” (1960). It was also about this time that Brown started having difficulties with King label owner Syd Nathan, particularly over the content of the band’s repertoire. In fact, the dispute extended to the now-famous recording of Brown’s Live at the Apollo, a show and subsequent record from the renowned Harlem venue in 1962, which Nathan argued had absolutely no commercial potential given its lack of new material. Brown disagreed, financing the recording and album himself, and, as a result, propelling himself toward superstardom. Live at the Apollo stayed on the pop charts for a staggering 14 months, peaking at #2 in 1963.
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James Brown, 1993. (AP Photo/Doug Pizac, File)

This album, along with Brown’s ensuing singles, came to define him as the Godfather of Soul. Soul music, a notoriously difficult genre to define, is fundamentally associated with not only black but also Southern culture, interweaving aspects of gospel and blues, and representing the love and freedom music allowed for African Americans. Long before the industry had a name for it, R&B singers had embraced the style as a vehicle for musical and vocal expressiveness. As a musical style, it applies repetitive harmonic patterns, frequently with only a couple of chords. But even more, it represents the embodiment of music, where the words are subjugated to the voice and the vocals are center-stage. Brown epitomized the male soul singer: his voice was raw and raspy, evoking painful emotion, but with a steady, basic vocal line. The sexual nature and physicality of his voice served as an instrument in itself—in fact, “Please Please Please” simply repeats the word, over and over again, making it an extension of Brown’s body—and the high tenor and falsetto he used pointed to the sexuality and pleasure his singing aroused. His music personified feeling, as well—minimalistic, sometimes with only three or four chords, and focused primarily on groove. This straightforward, repetitive percussive-based style stayed with Brown his entire career, paving the way to his transformative musical development of a new genre of music: funk (Stuessy and Lipscomb, 2009, 159–61).

Nineteen sixty-five was the groundbreaking year for both Brown, and for the music industry and audiences countrywide, which would be introduced shortly to a new-sounding soul music in the form of the smash single “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag.” This song exemplified the innovative rhythmic pattern that would soon be identified as the sound of black music—funk. Stressing the first and third beats—known as the upbeats (rather than the traditional downbeat in a four-beat measure)—this song, and the musical genre that emerged from it, spoke to Brown’s musical emphasis on emotion, richness, and urgency. Remaining in the #1 spot for eight weeks, “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag” and its follow-up, “I Got You (I Feel Good),” signaled Brown’s intensifying rejection of melody and harmony in exchange for a concentration on rhythm and the sublimation of every instrument to a percussive role (Stuessy and Lipscomb 2009, 159–61). In quick succession, he released hits like “It’s a Man’s Man’s Man’s World” (1966); “Cold Sweat” (1967), sometimes referred to as the first genuine funk song; “I Got the Feelin’ ” (1968); and “Say It Loud (I’m Black and I’m Proud)” (1968), thereby fortifying his spot as the innovator of funk. Stylistically, these songs relied on catchy, repetitive riffs; the horns played one-note spurts, and the choppy bass lines echoed Latin music rather than R&B. As a blueprint for proto-funk, Brown’s music brought discipline and precision to his complex, polyrhythmic approach to instruments (Garofalo 2011, 177).

By the end of the sixties, almost all members of the original Flames had quit the band, with only Bobby Byrd continuing on. New teenage sidemen such as bassist Bootsy Collins and his brother, guitarist Catfish Collins, formed Brown’s new backing band, known as the J.B.’s. These younger musicians cultivated a thicker, weightier, more bass-driven sound, playing more loosely than Brown’s previous backing band. The new group released their first single, “Get Up (Sex Machine),” in 1970, shooting up to #2 on the R&B charts, and quickly followed it with another Top 10, “Super Bad.” Merely one year later, however, Collins and many other musicians had left, replaced by veterans such as saxophonist Maceo Parker and guitarist Jimmy Nolen. Coming from the jazz tradition, this new band merged the minimalism and energy of R&B with the intricacy and meticulousness of jazz. During this time Brown charted 10 consecutive Top 10 hits, including “Hot Pants,” “Make It Funky,” and “Get on the Good Foot” at the #1 spot. Despite this string of success, the rise of disco, the emergence of a heavier kind of funk by a new breed of bands, and the ever-revolving rotation of musicians in Brown’s backing band led to a significant slip in record sales by 1975.

Regardless of Brown’s attempt to stave off his skid in the charts (including a cameo in the movie The Blues Brothers in 1980 and a hit song, “Living in America,” on the Rocky IV soundtrack), the singer’s career stalled in the 1980s and beyond. Yet his influence in nearly every subsequent genre of music is both irrefutable and extraordinary. Proto-punk bands like the MC5 credit Brown in their adoption of a free-jazz-influenced, blues-based music. Fellow punk Iggy Pop describes Brown’s vocals as “an assertion of rights of primitive man … singing something primitive and basic” (Rolling Stone 1998). His scream, and his lack of reliance on a traditional range of octaves, is echoed over and over again in the vocals of the punk rock canon. Even contemporary music producers such as Rick Rubin cite James Brown as an influence on their music style. On his work with the Red Hot Chili Peppers, Rubin noted that “we used Brown’s idea that all musicians didn’t have to be playing at the same time,” pointing to Brown’s prowess as not only a songwriter and singer, but also as a producer and bandleader (Rolling Stone 2005). But perhaps his greatest legacy is in the genre of hip-hop. His records are more heavily sampled than any other artists’; his musical signatures—from both his soul and funk recordings—can be found infiltrating the tunes of L. L. Cool J, Tone-Loc and Bobby Brown; and he even recorded a single, “Unity,” with pioneering rapper Afrika Bambaataa. What’s more, his vocals—including his rhythmic declamatory phrase-turning, which was at times more spoken than sung and frequently had only nominal smatterings of pitch and melody—laid the foundation for the techniques of rapping.

James Brown’s influence in music has rightly been celebrated and commended by audiences and the music industry alike. Billboard lists him as the #1 overall R&B artist, with the most Top 10 hits, most crossover hits to the pop charts, and most hits to make the charts. In fact, he ranks second only to Elvis for the most Top 100 hits of all time, with 96. Amassing a total of over 800 songs in his repertoire, Brown was a charter inductee into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1986 and garnered Lifetime Achievement Awards from the Grammys and the Rhythm & Blues Foundation, as well as a prized star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.

Part of James Brown’s legend—and influence in the world of entertainment—comes not only from his music, but also his performances and style. His shows, in particular, were known for their theatrical, flamboyant, and party-like atmosphere. In the 1960s and ’70s, with the James Brown Revue, which included the Famous Flames, Brown toured with over 40 singers, dancers, and musicians, playing nearly 330 shows every year. Men performing in the revue were required to be nattily attired, from wearing tuxedos with cummerbunds to having their shoes shined, a policy so strict that Brown was known to assess fines for those members who broke the rules (Brown 2008, 65).

But, without a doubt, the center of the show was Brown himself. Typically clad in skin-tight pants, and a half-buttoned shirt, Brown earned the title of “The Hardest Working Man in Show Business,” in part because of his work ethic (performing five to six nights a week), in part because of his shows (known as much for their duration as for their power and force). Indeed, Brown himself said he tried to make the goal of his shows to give the audience “more of what they came for—make them tired, ’cause that’s what they came for” (Lethem 2006).

His legendary showmanship wouldn’t be complete without a mention of Brown’s extraordinary dancing talents. In the 1950s and ’60s, he mastered every dance craze that emerged, from the Mashed Potato to the Camel Walk. By the mid-’60s, though, he had invented his own unique dance style, incorporating microphones and clothing as props, acrobatic leaps, stunning footwork, and frenzied moves. Vaulting in the air, landing in the splits, and then springing back to his feet, Brown would at one time be snaking himself around the stage, and another bending, spinning, and throwing himself to the ground. With sweat pouring down his body, and after multiple changes of clothes throughout the show, Brown was known to lose up to two pounds of water weight every show. More impressively, these feverish, frantic, energy-filled dance moves were accompanied by Brown’s famous vocals: wails, grunts, growls, and church-like exclamations of “blow your horn,” “Good God!” and “Take it to the bridge.” Between his uncompromising vocals and his nonstop dancing, Brown whipped his audiences into a fervor that could only be topped by the most famous part of his performance: the cape routine.

With its origins in the performance of religious ecstasy by preachers in the black churches, James Brown mainstreamed and made notorious what was later dubbed the “cape routine.” Typically done during the performance of “Please Please Please,” Brown would drop down to his knees, microphone clutched in his hands, as screams and moans tore from his body, until his longtime MC, Danny Ray, came over and draped a colorful cape around Brown’s shoulder, leading him offstage in exhaustion. With the Flames still singing in the background, Brown staggered toward the stage’s exit, until, in a trademark move, he would shrug off the cape and lurch back to the microphone to sing again. The routine would go on, with Brown collapsing, being adorned by a new person and a new cape, struggling off the stage until the power of soul and funk brought him back to the microphone, and back to his performance.

Brown’s stagecraft became an archetype for generations to come. Jimi Hendrix (who played briefly in Brown’s backup band) modeled his live shows off the roiling, curling, and writhing of Brown; Mick Jagger’s peacocking, prancing, and cavorting can also be attributed to the legend of Brown’s dancing, not to mention Prince, Public Enemy, and, perhaps most notably, Michael Jackson. As a six-year-old, watching Brown from the wings of the Apollo Theater, Jackson stood in awe of the performer. Indeed, Motown founder Berry Gordy made sure to focus his efforts on young Jackson emulating the frantic movements of Brown, as well as the complex footwork and dramatic entrances and exits. Early home movies of Jackson show him achieving a near-flawless replication of Brown’s moves. Jackson himself admits, “James Brown is magic. He’s got a kind of freedom. I crave it. Every day” (Hirshey 2007).

James Brown’s stunning showmanship, however, extended far past the stage; it was an integral part of his everyday life and of his image as “Mr. Dynamite” and the “Sex Machine.” Often attributed to his poverty-stricken childhood (particularly the trauma of being sent home from school for “insufficient clothes”), Brown was famous for his wardrobe—velvet jumpsuits, extravagant capes, ermine coats, and gaudy gold jewelry. In addition to his over 500 suits and 300 pairs of shoes, Brown was also renowned for his outrageous hair. Known to have his hair done three times a day (morning, preshow, and postshow), Brown’s bouffant was, as he says, “so people don’t say where he is, but there he is” (Smith 2012, 128). In fact, Brown’s personal style ideology boiled down to one question he asked himself each morning before he left the house: “Do I look like someone that people would pay money to see?” (Smith 2012, 368).

The music of James Brown did more than transform the musical landscape of the ’60s and every decade since; it also served as an impetus for the understanding and bridging of race relations in a contentious, highly racially charged time in America’s history. In effect, Brown’s music operated as an aid to the white majority gleaning a small glimpse into black culture. Music offers a unique peek into cultural potency; for soul music, this meant a combination of race and culture, allowing a nonthreatening space for white leisure time and imagination. While it is problematic to draw an undeviating line of causation, suffice it to say there was a direct correlation between white youths buying the music of Brown (and soul music as a whole) and the growing cultural and political sympathies for the plight of African Americans. At the time, most African American entertainers were trying to fit within the tightly constricted confines of white music—Johnny Mathis and Nat “King” Cole, for instance. Brown, on the other hand, and the soul music he brought with him, was decidedly black. As Al Sharpton noted, “there were other entertainers who became the first blacks to go mainstream. He was the first to make the mainstream go black” (Sharpton 2007, 48).

Not coincidentally, however, a majority of Brown’s audience was, at the start of his career, black. Undeniably, Brown’s music, from his start in soul to his progression into funk, functioned as a symbol of black cultural pride. The term soul, in fact, was associated as both a black-developed and dominated musical genre and an important cultural metalanguage for blacks; implied within the word was the pride and autonomy of a black culture that had been sublimated to the larger white, often racist, society. It offered the comfort of an identity and suggested a dignity for which, in the mid-’60s, during the riots in Watts and Harlem, African Americans were searching.

Brown spoke directly to the racial and cultural issues of his time through the medium of his music. In 1967, he released a patriotic single, “America Is My Home,” which addressed his desire for African Americans to seize the opportunities the country afforded them for social and economic mobility. In addition, he cut a 1966 single, “Don’t Be a Drop-Out,” which urged black children to stay in school and nurture their educational opportunities. But his most famed song of social justice and racial identity was undoubtedly “Say It Loud—I’m Black and I’m Proud,” his 1968 release directly following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. The title itself implies the song’s message: racial pride and self-identity, and it became an anthem for many blacks. Brown reflects, “I think the song did a lot of good for a lot of people … [for] children who heard it could grow up feeling pride” (Brown 1986, 200). Articulating the frustrations and sentiments of many black Americans in the late ’60s, Brown sings “We’re people/we’re just like the birds and bees/we’d rather die on our feet/than be livin’ on our knees” (Brown 1968). Despite the affirmative message Brown intended, there was somewhat of a backlash against the song, with a vocal few claiming it was overtly angry and overly militant. Brown himself believed that song shifted the appeal of his music, claiming “the racial makeup at my concerts was mostly black after that” (Brown 1986, 200).

Brown’s reaction to the civil rights movement was not limited to his songwriting, however. He was also involved in the fight for civil rights. In 1965, he flew to visit an injured James Meredith, who had been shot at a civil rights march, and during subsequent years he was known to cancel his shows in order to do benefit concerts for black political organizations, like the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), Jesse Jackson’s PUSH, and the Black Panthers. Indeed, Brown was instrumental in rallying and calming the Boston African American community after the tragic assassination of their social leader, Martin Luther King Jr. Refusing to cancel his scheduled Boston-area show, Brown instead insisted that the concert be televised, helping avert the riots that occurred in so many other cities across the country. He vocalized his peaceful message, telling his audience not to “react in a way that’s going to destroy your community,” and that he would never “tell anybody to pick up a gun,” believing that violence blasphemed the name and memory of Dr. King (Brown with Eliot 2005, 115).

However, not all of Brown’s political actions were condoned or even understood by his audiences or the black community. In 1972, he was outspoken in his support of the reelection of Richard Nixon, angering many in the community; his friendship with Hubert Humphrey was also confusing to his fan base. But Brown remained undaunted, continuing his musical and socio-political career and widespread influence.

After two tumultuous decades in the 1980s and ’90s, filled with accusations of domestic violence, marriages, divorces, a stint in prison, and even a successful battle with pancreatic cancer, James Brown succumbed to heart failure on Christmas Day in 2006. Fittingly, his funeral was extravagant, extremely pricey, and packed with stars from every industry, befitting a man whose work influenced so many.

Shayna Maskell
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CARSON, JOHNNY (1925–2005)

For 30 years, the host of The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson was our national barometer, a humorist who knew the consciousness of the country, and the keystone of American popular culture. From his television debut in 1949 as the host of The Squirrel’s Nest on WOW in Omaha, Nebraska, to the final Tonight show on May 21, 1992, which had an audience of over 55 million, Carson claimed a unique place in our culture. Seen by more people than anyone in American history and whose signature show was on the air for two-thirds of the time that national television existed, Johnny Carson was the perfect host for the job of keeping us informed of yet oddly comforted by the nation’s political and social events. He played the role of “Johnny Carson” so well that we forget how difficult it was for a Midwestern child who grew up performing for attention to become a man whose on-air image and personality surpassed anyone in the cultural spotlight and who, paradoxically, shunned the very fame we expected someone of his stature to embrace.

John William Carson was born October 23, 1925, in Corning, Iowa, the middle child and oldest son of Homer Lloyd and Ruth Hook Carson. His father, nicknamed “Kit,” was the local manager of Iowa and Nebraska Light and Power, and as he got promotions, the family moved to several Iowa towns. When Carson was eight years old, the family settled in Norfolk, Nebraska, a small farming town 90 miles from Omaha. Homer and Ruth were known as down-to-earth types, nice but not outgoing. Though Carson was at times a loner and an introvert, his childhood in Norfolk was happy and secure.

At age 13, Carson saw a copy of Hoffman’s Book of Magic, and from then on, his need for attention had a focus. He spent all his money, from working as an usher to selling magazine subscriptions, on magic props and tricks. Encouraged to develop his interest in magic and entertainment, he began calling himself “The Great Carsoni.” Though he bedeviled the family, especially his mother, with his constant pick-a-card-any-card routines, for his birthday his mother made him a velvet cape for his magic stand, with his new stage name embroidered in gold (Carson kept it all his life). At age 14, he made his professional debut at the local Rotary Club, earning $30 for his magic act.

In high school, Carson was an average student (Bs and Cs), but he was considered a popular, all-American boy. Although a rascal and prankster, he also was class historian and acted in school plays. Several members of the faculty and his fellow students all recognized his potential; many of them wrote in his high school yearbook that Carson would be a famous comedian and entertainer. After high school and before he enlisted as a naval cadet, Carson hitchhiked to California in the summer of 1943. There he saw a taping of a Jack Benny’s radio show. Carson would later and often credit his own success to adopting Benny’s sense of editing and timing. He danced with Marlene Dietrich at the Hollywood Stage Door Canteen and was arrested for impersonating a midshipman and fined $50. In San Diego, he volunteered to be sawn in half by Orson Welles, who was doing his magic act for the troops. It was also in California that Carson, seeing the expensive homes of the stars, dreamed of a larger stage for his talent and ambition.

[image: image]

Johnny Carson, 1962. (AP Photo)

As a cadet in the Naval Air Corps, Carson received officer training at a program based at Columbia University. Ensign Carson was assigned to the battleship USS Pennsylvania in Okinawa, where it had been dry-docked following a torpedo explosion that killed 20 men. Carson’s job was to supervise the bringing out of the corpses. In Seattle, when the Pennsylvania came home, 21-year-old Carson was put in charge of a troop train full of homeward-bound veterans. Even in these various engagements, he continued doing his magic, perfecting and polishing his act and entertaining the troops as a substitute Bob Hope. “Kit Carson,” as the men called him, made fun of the officers and was considered a regular guy. Toward the end of his service, when he was stationed in Guam, he even performed his card tricks for Secretary of the Navy James V. Forrestal, who happened to be on tour there. He began to develop, as Ronald Smith points out (1987, 25), the same character he would play all his adult life: the good guy with a streak of the devil in him.

When the war ended, Carson took advantage of the GI Bill and enrolled in the University of Nebraska in Lincoln, where the family had moved in 1947 when Carson’s father became a district manager. He first majored in journalism and then changed to speech and drama. In college, Carson had a reputation for being ambitious but aloof and private. He was not even close to his younger brother Dick (Richard), also a university student and his fraternity brother at Phi Gamma Delta. He was a serious student (he minored in physics) who also wrote for the college humor magazine. Carson worked at the local radio station, KFAB, in Lincoln, writing for the western comedy show Eddie Sosby and the Radio Rangers. His college thesis, How to Write Comedy Jokes, was unusual in that it was on audiotape and not in manuscript. It featured jokes and skits from popular radio comedians such as Jack Benny, Fred Allen, and Bob Hope, interspersed with Carson’s running commentary.

Carson also continued his magic act and ventriloquism—he now had a dummy named “Eddie”—to earn extra money ($25 a performance) and to keep his hand in the world of entertainment. It was in doing his magic act that he met Joan Morril (Jody) Wolcott, a University of Nebraska student who became his onstage assistant. The two were married October 1, 1949. Of Carson’s four wives, only Jody gave him children, three sons: Chris, Cody, and Richard (Rick), born 1950, 1952 and 1953, respectively. The two separated in 1959 and divorced in 1963. It is worth noting that in spite of his long and stellar career, awards, and accomplishments Carson often said that the ending of his first marriage to Jody was his single most disappointing personal failure. In 1949, he graduated from the University of Nebraska with a bachelor of arts degree in radio and speech.

That same year, on August 1, Carson got a job as the morning disc jockey and radio announcer in Omaha. He had a 45-minute morning show, The John Carson Show, making $47.50 a week. He developed the same wise-guy streak and loving rascal persona that were to be hallmarks throughout his career. Carson also became the host of a 15-minute show on Omaha’s WOW, the first television station in a five-state area. Carson’s monologue on a show he called The Squirrel’s Nest was a precursor to The Tonight Show. Carson’s work at WOW, according to biographer Laurence Leamer (1989, 62) created the devil-may-care, irresistible, and charming image that was stamped on every episode of the 30-year run of The Tonight Show. Carson, who not only hosted the show but also created comedy characters, made fun of management (he always had a distrust of those making decisions for him). His reacting to the topics of the day was perfect for the intimate, cool medium of television.

In 1951, at the end of his stay at WOW, Carson made an audition tape of his work there and took it to radio throughout California. Nothing happened, so he returned to Omaha. As luck would have it, a childhood friend of his from Avoca, Iowa, called and offered him a job at KNX, a CBS affiliate in Los Angeles, for $135 a week. At KNX, Carson was an all-purpose announcer and did any task that needed to be done. He hosted a five-minute radio show, Carson’s Corner, but it was on the television side of KNXT that he got his first major break and national exposure. On October 4, 1952, he began hosting Carson’s Cellar, broadcast at 4:00 p.m. on Sundays. In one episode, Carson pretended that a production assistant walking past the camera was Red Skelton, unaware that at that time Skelton was actually at home watching. Skelton appeared on the show soon after, as did many of the best-known comedians of the day, including Fred Allen, Jack Benny, Milton Berle, and Jerry Lewis, all of whom appreciated Carson’s quick wit and comedy antics.

Following the end of Carson’s Cellar in 1953, he developed a nightclub act that he took on the road. He hosted the game show Earn Your Vacation in 1954, but it lasted only four months. Red Skelton offered him a job as a writer on his show, and a fateful event helped to propel Carson’s career. On August 18, 1954, Skelton broke his leg in rehearsal and could not go on. Skelton said to get Carson, and the young comedian’s stand-in performance so impressed CBS that at age 29, he was given his own network variety show. The Johnny Carson Show debuted as a summer replacement show on June 30, 1955, at 10:00 in prime time. Reviewers noted Carson’s youthful charm, engaging and impish smile, and personality. His droll sense of humor and proverbial nice-guy image, however, were not enough to offset the show’s production calamities that, after seven directors and eight writers, led to its cancellation on March 28, 1956, after only 39 weeks.

Within a few months, CBS again offered Carson another chance at television, this time a daytime half-hour show, also called The Johnny Carson Show. It premiered on May 26, 1956. The humor was more subtle, with Carson often seated behind a desk. It had some good moments, but it was cancelled after four months, on September 28. Following this failure, Carson borrowed $2,000 from his father and moved to New York. He made a guest appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show, was a regular and much-liked member of the Friars Club, and was a regular panelist on To Tell the Truth. On July 14, 1957, Carson premiered as emcee of the daytime television game show Who Do You Trust? on ABC, originally hosted by Edgar Bergen and entitled Do You Trust Your Wife? The one-hour show was a success, becoming the most popular show on daytime television, seen by six million people daily. Carson’s format for the show was similar to Groucho Marx’s You Bet Your Life in that the guests were secondary to the comedy. Real-life, zany contestants were the backdrop for Carson to hone his ad-libbing skills. His insight in interviewing regular people was the ideal preparation for The Tonight Show. It was on the set of Who Do You Trust? on October 13, 1958, that Carson and his sidekick Ed McMahon were together for the first time on the air, a friendship that would last for 34 years.

Though Who Do You Trust? was a success, Carson, who was making $2,500 a week, was still uncomfortable socially. He was shy and reclusive. In 1961, a year before the show went off, he was making a lot of money and was at the height of his popularity to that point, yet there was unhappiness and underlying tension in his life (Corkery 1987, 85). He was guarded and very Midwestern at heart. He hated parties; usually it was only he and McMahon out together after the show, with Carson often drinking too much. All of his biographers have noted his penchant for privacy and his use of humor to keep people at a distance.

At the same time he was hosting Who Do You Trust?, Carson was expanding his dramatic and comedic range, appearing in US Steel Hour, Playhouse 90, Perry Como Show, and as a panelist on a number of game shows. In 1958, he substituted for Jack Paar for a week on The Tonight Show. That same year he appeared on Broadway, replacing Tom Ewell for several weeks in Tunnel of Love. Because of the success of Who Do You Trust?, NBC invited Carson to take over The Tonight Show when Jack Paar retired on March 30, 1962. Paar had recommended Carson, but at first Carson refused, questioning whether he could sustain an hour and 45-minute show five days a week. (At that time The Tonight Show ran from 11:15 p.m. to 1:00 a.m.) He was asked again by the network after a number of other stars turned it down, including Jackie Gleason and Groucho Marx. In March 1962, he agreed, but ABC would not let him out of his contract for six months. Until Carson could take over the show, NBC used multiple guest hosts. When he ended Who Do You Trust? on September 7, he had only three weeks to prepare for The Tonight Show, which was highly anticipated and much publicized for months leading up to his debut.

The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, broadcast from New York City on October 1, 1962, was seen by upwards of nine million people. Carson, now 36, was introduced by Groucho Marx, and the guests that night were Rudy Vallee, Joan Crawford, and Mel Brooks. Carson came out onstage in front of a studio audience of some 500 people to the tune of “Johnny’s Theme,” Paul Anka’s reworking of his own song “Toot Sweet.” Carson had written lyrics for the song before the show aired, but they were never used, though he is still credited as cowriter. “Johnny’s Theme” would be used without interruption until the very last show in 1992.

From the beginning the show was his. He brought to that first night all of the “Johnny Carsons” he had been perfecting for 10 years on six television shows. The studied mannerisms and reactions, the wit, the impish grin, the boyish charm, and the intelligence he drew on to get the best out of his guests were now on display for his widest audience ever. Everything he instinctively knew and had learned about comedic timing and everything he knew about being a performer had come to fruition, yet, in spite of a five-year contract at $100,000 a year, Carson’s insecurities and fears of failure also found a national stage. He would never again be able to enjoy a normal life, and all of his personal foibles, failed marriages, and off-air antics would be fodder for tabloids, newspaper and industry gossips, and a public that thought it deserved a Johnny Carson that was accessible and grateful for their adoration.

From that very first show on October 1, he seemed to know his audience and his role as host. His self-effacing humor and practiced reaction-style comedy were learned early from the likes of Hope, Benny, and Allen. He effortlessly welded his innocent boy from Nebraska personality to the persona of a Peck’s Bad Boy, using knowing looks and double entendres with his guests and with the audience. That opening night had over a 40 percent share in the ratings. Though there were some weeks of nervousness and concern on Carson’s part, The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson continued to do well. By 1965, the nightly audience was over 10 million, and by 1967, NBC was grossing more than $20 million a year from the show. On March 28, 1967, Carson used a strike by AFTRA to leave the show, claiming the network was airing reruns of his show during the strike at inappropriate times in the season. When negotiations finally were settled, he had a three-year $4 million contract and, more importantly, complete control of the show, including deciding who would be the guests. When he returned to the air in May of that year, he was on the cover of Time. In September 1969, The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson had a 34 percent share of the audience, with 206 affiliates. At the end of the 1960s, Carson and his show were a fixture of late-night television.

From then and throughout the run of the show, it was Carson’s unique style as a host and interviewer that truly put The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson on top and kept it there for 20 more years against all comers. His monologue is often given credit as the most important aspect of the show’s success. Thinking on his feet and reacting to the audience had been his best ability since his earliest days on Carson’s Cellar. The monologue was not only the vehicle for setting the mood for the show, but also it highlighted Carson’s genuine curiosity and verbal skills. The opening monologue was not off-the-cuff, however. It was gleaned from his writers and himself after reading many magazines and newspapers and culling out the noteworthy events of the day. Carson would craft a six-to-eight-minute monologue using 16 to 22 of the best one-liners from his writers for the show’s taping at 7:30.

The monologue was important because it often sensed and reflected the mood of the country. Carson could read public opinion and at times even shape it. He caused a run on toilet paper in December 1973 by mentioning there was a shortage. He criticized national political figures that he felt had betrayed the country, such as President Richard Nixon during the Watergate crisis. He became our national pundit. It was said that if Carson made fun of a politician, it was then permissible for others to do so. His comforting presence night after night gave his audience the sense that national and world events could be made fun of and put into perspective, if only for that night. He was called the nation’s security blanket, and what he said in the monologue often became what the country thought. Carson brought the values of his Midwestern upbringing and secure childhood to the show. He was able, as Corkery says (1987, 18), to keep in touch with the rest of the country.

As vital to the success of the show as the monologue was, the guests, both “civilians” and pop culture figures, made the show a nightly party. (Carson used the term “civilians” to refer to average people who had certain skills or interesting stories; he said that those were the kind of everyday folk that made the show a success.) Audience members had the sense that they were eavesdropping on a cozy get-together, a social gathering of Carson’s closest friends. It was his job to keep the conversation flowing and to send both guest and audience home happy. Carson believed that if the guests were good, it made the host look good. Even though he rarely met his guests before they came out onstage and never socialized with them afterward, Carson gave the appearance of a friendly and intimate talk with some of the most important and powerful celebrities of the day.

Of all the guests that Carson loved and welcomed to his show, it was the comedians that seemed to enliven him the most. Almost every major comedian of the 1960s and ’70s found first exposure and acceptance on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, including Woody Allen, Redd Foxx, Bill Cosby, and Joan Rivers. All of today’s late-night talk show hosts and comedians, including David Letterman, Jay Leno, Conan O’Brien, and Jimmy Fallon, cite Carson’s influence on their own show’s format and tone. For comedians, Carson’s show was the Holy Grail: if he passed his blessing on you, your career was made. Comedians who were given the high sign or, even better, called over to sit beside the host after their set, were guaranteed further national exposure and wealth. Though he could be testy, withdrawn, and defensive off-camera, it was on the air that Carson came alive, and more so than other guests, he had a soft spot in his heart for comedians because he understood how difficult it was to make people laugh.

On January 23, 2005, at age 79, and 13 years after he left The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson, the King of Late Night died of complications from emphysema at Cedars-Sinai Memorial Center in Los Angeles. At his side was Alexandra (Alex) Maas, his fourth wife of nearly 20 years. There was no memorial service. After 4,531 shows, 22,000 guests, and three million audience members who attended the tapings, what do we make of the legacy of Johnny Carson? He was a man of many accomplishments: six Emmy Awards, a Peabody Award, five-time host of the Academy awards, the Governors Award from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, induction into the TV Hall of Fame (1987), a Presidential Medal of Freedom winner (1992), and a Kennedy Center honoree (1993). He was an excellent drummer, a good singer, author of two novelty books, and a successful entrepreneur. A summary of what made The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson and its host so important would be lengthy, yet we may never know just exactly what made it all unique and what made it work. Why was Carson such a fixture in our living rooms and in the national consciousness? After all the books and articles, the conversations we had the morning after each show, and the media analysis for 30 years, the answer may be as simple as Carson’s own words: “If an audience likes a performer, he can get away with anything.” The truth is, we liked Johnny Carson.

Gary Lee Kerley
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CHAPLIN, CHARLIE (1889–1977)

Perhaps some of the most convincing evidence for the importance of Charlie Chaplin and his work can be found on the smallest level possible; I need look no further than my daughter and her first viewing of the Tramp in action. I think it is safe to assume that one of the challenges of being a parent is balancing the demands between one’s career and the home, as my partner and I have learned. We have become accustomed to constant interruptions from our precocious two-year-old daughter whenever one of us tries to work and, at times, her unrequested “help.” But our struggles with balancing career and child are no more evident than when one of us wants to work at the computer. Our daughter has learned that the small boxes not only make funny sounds, but can provide access to her grandmas and aunts through Skype and can also show silly videos of puppies and kittens playing. One evening as I was sitting at my computer doing some research, my daughter crawled into my lap and requested some cat videos. Rather exhausted from any video of cute animals, I decided to try and merge my own interests—and something I could tolerate for a few moments—and her love of all things mammalian. Finding a clip from Charlie Chaplin’s 1928 film The Circus on YouTube, I eased back and let her watch the clip.

The Circus features the Tramp—Chaplin’s famous alter ego—employed in a traveling circus. Throughout the film, he is continually harassed by a sadistic donkey (for reasons unknown), and in one of the film’s most memorable sequences, the donkey has chased him into a circus wagon that houses a sleeping male lion. Realizing that he is sharing a space with the king of the jungle, the Tramp tries to escape but is thwarted by a locked door. I have seen the film several times, so the scene was familiar to me, but I was thrilled by my daughter’s visceral reaction to the clip. Certainly she enjoyed recognizing the animals on-screen, and she confidently noted that the donkey was a “horse” and the lion a “cat.” But she found Chaplin’s awkward waddling immensely funny, squealing in delight as the Tramp’s shuffle morphed into a slightly bizarre run. She seemed to slightly tense as she realized he was in danger, and when a barking dog approached the cage and threatened to wake the lion, she moaned “oh no!” When the clip ended, and the Tramp had escaped the lion’s wagon, she giggled and requested another play of the clip—something I happily agreed to do.

The fact that my daughter responded so positively to a Chaplin clip should not come as a surprise. Children who see silent films, writes Roger Ebert, do not notice they are silent, but are keenly aware that each moment speaks directly to them; silent films are devoid of the convoluted words that litter other film and thus can be appreciated by little ones (Ebert 1997). Chaplin’s performance, especially his portrayal of the emotions his Tramp feels, transcends verbal language; my daughter perfectly understood the narrative on-screen. Is it any wonder then that so many little ones find the mostly physical antics of their favorite Sesame Street characters like Elmo, Grover, and Cookie Monster to be so enjoyable? There is a bit of Chaplin in every giggle and pratfall in these lovable Muppets.

Of course, there is some irony at play here as Chaplin, one of the most influential artists of the twentieth century, is perhaps most often associated today, directly or indirectly, with children’s entertainment; indeed, as Mark Steel would humorously note in his documentary on Chaplin, one of the ironies of his legacy is that (in some cases) programmers think nothing of showing a Chaplin film to youngsters when often the subject matter of his films is more adult and complex than your typical Saturday morning fare. Imagine, Steel argues, a situation in the future where parents let their children watch Taxi Driver only to marvel at the funny man asking if someone is talking to him (2008).
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Charlie Chaplin, ca. 1900–1920. (Library of Congress)

In short, Chaplin has become not just one of the most admired and influential entertainers in American popular culture history, but one of the most important figures in worldwide mass culture. Among directors, animators, actors, and dancers, he is still esteemed as one of the masters. In his excellent documentary on Chaplin, Richard Schickel showcases how his films have resonated with and influenced the work of directors like Woody Allen and Martin Scorsese; actors like Johnny Depp and Robert Downey Jr., who relate their admiration for Chaplin’s skill as a member of their profession; and multitalented performers such as Marcel Marceau and Bill Irwin (who plays Elmo’s friend Mr. Noodle on Sesame Street), who comment on Chaplin’s ability to express emotion through pantomime. In addition, animators such as Pete Doctor, director of Up!, continually study the work of Chaplin and other silent comedians to determine how to elicit emotional responses from silent characters (Schickel 2003). And this is, most certainly, a small sampling of the influence of Chaplin and his art on both the art world and the public at large.

While admiration of Chaplin is seemingly widespread today, American culture was not always so kind toward him. Indeed, any discussion of him needs to acknowledge that he often bore the brunt of much criticism of his personal life and political perspectives; Chaplin’s infatuation with women many years his junior was often the cause for scandal throughout his life, and his leftist politics would help turn popular opinion against the man and his work in the 1950s. In many respects, The Circus represents this complex relationship between Chaplin and his public. While the film is incredibly funny and genuinely emotional, it is not generally considered by many of his fans in the same light as his other masterpieces, including City Lights (1931) and Modern Times (1936). Chaplin himself somewhat disowned the film; a fact made understandable given that he was engaged in a very public divorce during the film’s production—which itself was thwarted by a fire that destroyed much of the set. Moreover The Circus was released one year after the premiere of The Jazz Singer (1927) and the birth of the “talkies,” and it appeared that silent film—including the popular Tramp—would be nothing more than an anachronism.

But Chaplin’s influence on popular culture is not limited to providing a template for actors and directors to express emotion. In many respects, he demonstrated to the culture at large what an artist could achieve in a popular medium like film. The conclusion of The Circus finds the Tramp rejecting an opportunity to stay with the circus troupe, and he sullenly watches the long train of carriages and wagons pass him by. He finds a piece of paper on the ground, which is a single star that has been torn from an advertisement. The Tramp studies the star and crumbles it up, before awkwardly heading into the sunset. This image of an entertainer dealing with his “stardom” is a poignant commentary not only on Chaplin’s own personal tumult at the time, but on the very nature of fame. This was art.

From the time of his first film appearance as the Tramp in Kid Auto Races at Venice in 1914 to his death in 1977, Chaplin was often referred to as the “most famous man in the world.” His ability to stand out as an actor and performer endeared him to the public at large, especially working-class Americans and the masses of immigrants who had settled in the major urban areas of the country. Chaplin achieved, in the years of the First World War, a level of popularity that arguably has no equal in the history of American popular culture. While we are used to the waves of merchandising and cross-promotion in our department stores and restaurants that spring up with the latest blockbuster, the “Chaplin-itis” that grew from the popularity of his films was unprecedented in American history. At the same time, as Charles Maland details in his classic work Chaplin and American Culture: The Evolution of a Star Image, the public began to demand more information about Chaplin and expect more of him as a celebrity. This was no more evident than in the cultural pressure by many commentators for him to alter his films to match middle-class or genteel virtues. Such critics believed that the crass and maniacal actions of Chaplin’s Tramp were poor representations of the potential of film; his films should have an emotional component to them and transcend from crassness into art.

To what may have been the surprise of many of these commentators, Chaplin took their criticism to heart. In a film such as The Kid (1921), he incorporated highly emotional stories in his work, focusing on how the Tramp could adopt an abandoned child and fight off nefarious elements of the society around his most famous character. In the film, which drew heavily on Chaplin’s own experiences as an impoverished child in Edwardian England, the Tramp’s adopted son is nearly taken away by the social welfare department. The Tramp fights off both a policeman and a welfare officer, as the kid wails for his surrogate father. The pair is reunited in a paddy wagon in which they hug each other, and many a viewer was moved by the pure pathos of the scene. Hart Crane would remark that The Kid moved him unlike any other film he had seen and Chaplin was “one of the poets of today” (Fisher 2002, 105). Indeed, even watching The Kid today, it is hard not to be affected by the outpouring of emotion from Chaplin and his pint-sized costar, Jackie Coogan.

At later points in his career, especially during the Great Depression, many commentators argued that Chaplin’s films should present a more political tone, matching the style and voice of many films and novels of the hyperpoliticized 1930s. And much like his reaction to the calls for more pathos in his films, Chaplin became much more involved in the political questions of his time. This is no better demonstrated than in his last mostly silent film, Modern Times (1936) and his first full talkie, The Great Dictator (1940), both of which are still seen as important illustrations of the alienation of workers and the rise of Fascism in Europe, respectively.

Of course, Chaplin’s work had always had a strong strain of social and political commentary. Playing a figure—the Tramp—that was outside acceptable society, both Chaplin and his character took many opportunities to thumb their noses at the upper echelons of society. Even in The Kid, his move toward political and social commentary can be seen. This is a film about life in the ghettos of the 1920s in all their poverty and also a text that shows the supposedly “better” elements of society—the social agents, the middle class—as generally indifferent to the conditions of the city.

The sentimental and heavy-handed aspects of his work did not endear Chaplin to many film scholars during the 1960s and 1970s; in fact, the rediscovery of Buster Keaton’s work during this era convinced many that the director and star of Sherlock Jr. (1924) and The General (1926) was the superior filmmaker and artist. For many film scholars, Keaton’s films demonstrated a better use of the unique attributes of film, especially in terms of his shot selection, editing, and use of special effects; whereas Chaplin’s visually static cinematic technique rarely changed or matured as he became a more experienced filmmaker. To many of these critics, Chaplin remained an “old-fashioned” filmmaker who relied too heavily on overwrought and melodramatic elements to his stories. But perhaps such arguments are pointless; both Chaplin and Keaton were responsible for some of the most wonderful films ever made and are probably best enjoyed on their own merits—not in comparison to one another.

The sentimental and melodramatic elements in Chaplin’s films are ideals that many critics frown on in discussions of popular culture. And yet many of the most popular and important texts in the history of American culture exhibit these characteristics, often combining emotion with somewhat heavy-handed social commentary. Perhaps the most important and famous example is Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The novel that convinced many Northerners that slavery was evil was condemned for decades by cultural critics as nothing more than overwrought and emotional—coded criticism against a book that was often seen as simply a “woman’s novel.”

And yet the process of combining comedy with pathos and morality that Chaplin practiced can be seen in full display in much of our comedy. We can see his influence not just on many comedians past and present, but in the perspective of many episodes of The Simpsons—often considered one of the best shows ever on television—where strong emotional resonance can be felt in the relationship of Marge and Homer, as well as their love for their children. The show is also rarely afraid to provide commentary about society, whether it is Mr. Burns’s lack of business ethic or the incompetence of many institutions. Perhaps the best example of Chaplin’s perspective in a contemporary context is Wall-E (Stanton 2008), which many commentators compared to Modern Times. The film, which centers on a robot charged with cleaning up a sector of abandoned civilization, is mostly without dialogue. Yet it is brimming with emotion, expressed through only the blips and physical movements of the robots in the narrative. But it also carries a strong moral condemnation of humankind’s destructive attitude toward Earth and society by portraying humans as slothful creatures concerned only with their own preservation. Such a message could have been written by Chaplin himself.

But ultimately, I believe the importance of Chaplin is not in his influence on film, television, and literature, but in the ability of his own art to impact audiences. Earlier, I mentioned my daughter’s enjoyment of The Circus, but in considering the importance of Chaplin I can’t help but mention a very public moment from a few years ago. In the fall of 2005, I was teaching an introductory humanities course to students at a community college. Many of these students were from rural working-class backgrounds, and, like many other students who are skeptical of “having to take a class on humanities,” this group was initially hostile to the course’s very nature; many voiced to me their skepticism of learning about philosophy and the visual arts, noting that “this doesn’t impact me at all.” But over the course of our discussions on the historical humanities, ranging from Greek philosophy to the rise of realism in the nineteenth century, the students slowly opened up to the nature of the course.

But I still encountered hostility to the subject of our final lecture class on modernism, due to, in part, my plan to show them Chaplin’s City Lights. In protest of my lesson plan, I heard many of the same complaints: “It’s too old,” or “I never watch black and white movies,” and “What do you mean it’s silent? They won’t be talking in the film?” While I soon became annoyed by these repeated protests, as the film began—with a hilarious sequence in which the Tramp is discovered sleeping on a statue during a ceremony—I became alarmed that my experiment was not working as I did not hear a single laugh. As the film crowd began to silently yell at Chaplin, the band gathered for the ceremony started to play the National Anthem, and like his middle-class detractors, the Tramp began to stand for “The Star Spangled Banner.” Of course his pants were caught on the sword of the statue, and every attempt to stand and act “genteel” served to anger the crowd. To my relief, my class could not help but laugh at Chaplin’s antics.

As the film continued I began to take notes for our discussion after the film. I thought about why many consider it to be Chaplin’s best. I wanted to bring up the moments of high modernism detailed in the film, such as the Tramp’s confusion over what is a real object or performance in front of him, and also the notion of this film being made at the height of the Great Depression and how that event would have influenced it. As I became engrossed in my notes, I started to pay less and less attention to my students’ reactions. But as City Lights ended, I noticed the classroom was completely silent. I shut off the DVD player and turned on the lights, and before I could announce that we would be taking a break, I was dumbstruck by many of students wiping away tears from their eyes, sniffling, or looking as though they had just been crying. They soon burst with praise for the film, and while I can only recall segments of their praise, I do remember one student questioning whether she could sacrifice as much for someone she loved as did the Tramp. Several noted that they were shocked to discover that a movie without any words could move them as much as it did.

A professor of mine once lamented that we are not allowed to cry nor laugh nor feel our souls buoyed as a culture; she felt there was nothing wrong with letting oneself get caught up in the moment. The genius and lasting influence of Chaplin is that he helped convince American culture that not only was it acceptable to get swept away, but that popular culture could move people just as powerfully as the works of Shakespeare or the music of Mozart. And thus is the power of Chaplin’s art, which is still moving us today.

Paul Gagliardi
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CHILD, JULIA (1912–2004)

Her voice is the most recognizable thing, the strange round tones that bring to mind both foghorns and church bells. She belted out her name with the same glee she had when calling a giant lobster “Big Bertha” and smacking it firmly on the shell. As much a subject of humor as reverence, all imitators would settle on her voice as the way to the heart of Julia Child. She gasped and shouted, howled and muttered, and was fond of a good swear word, all of which came out through her decidedly unfit-for-broadcasting voice, a voice that made being Julia seem like effortless fun—when in truth years of meticulous labor had gone into becoming Julia Child, the woman who would revolutionize the cookbook, home cooking, television, and the concept of gourmet cuisine for the American household.

Julia Child was born Julia McWilliams on August 15, 1912, to a wealthy Pasadena, California, family. She attended Smith College, as had her mother. She was a smart though not particularly good student who excelled socially. At 6′2″, towering over both women and men, she had little choice but to be outgoing. An active social life helped her to mask a lack of direction. “I wasn’t preparing myself for anything,” she later said (Rosen 1999). When asked her chosen career path, she wrote, “No occupation decided; Marriage preferable” (Shapiro 2007, 4). Her height and occasionally grating voice left her with few romantic prospects; marriage eluded her. After finishing at Smith in 1934, she left for New York to pursue a writing career. She landed a job writing advertising copy, but her creative pursuits resulted in rejected articles. In 1937, she returned to Pasadena to care for her mother, who had taken ill with high blood pressure. Not long after Julia’s arrival the disease took her mother’s life. Back in Pasadena, she engaged in the activities of a well-to-do young woman, volunteerism, lessons, and writing. Though she kept herself busy and her spirits buoyant, Julia McWilliams was bored.

When the United States entered World War II, she found new purpose. Feeling a strong need to contribute to the war effort in an active way, she applied to join both the WACs and the WAVES, but was deemed too tall for service. Though disappointed, the refusal set her on the path to meet the man who would inspire her to become Julia Child. Though the navy wouldn’t have her, Washington would, specifically the Office of Strategic Service or OSS, the precursor to the CIA. The OSS was the beginning of American espionage, and there she learned the skills that would help her revolutionize the cookbook. After what she termed a prolonged adolescence, finally her life began.

Though there has been much speculation about whether Julia Child was a spy, she maintained that she was only a file clerk. Even if she wasn’t a spy, she was in fact an extremely important file clerk, one who handled sensitive information including the identities of U.S. spies. She was an information wrangler, managing and cataloging thousands of classified and sensitive documents and developing organization systems. A master coordinator, researcher, and filer, her work for the OSS required long hours, perseverance, and a natural sense for making order out of chaos. Her work ethic and meticulous attention to detail garnered the respect of her superiors, so that when the OSS needed to set up offices in Ceylon, she was granted the assignment. She was certain Ceylon would be the opportunity for a grand adventure.
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Julia Child, 1978. (AP Photo)

The OSS was an odd mix of intellectuals, artists, and brilliant minds of the time—the sort of person Julia hadn’t been exposed to in Pasadena society. She was stimulated by the company and the ideas and began to blossom. In Ceylon she met Paul Child, an artist, intellectual, and photographer who worked for the OSS planning war rooms. He was 42 to Julia’s 32, bald, and far shorter than she. Neither felt an immediate physical attraction. Though he would later praise it, Paul found her voice irritating. Julia also enjoyed practical jokes, which at first irked him. Paul later conceded that her humor had softened him and that, “[w]ithout Julia, I think I’d be a sour old bastard living off in a cave” (Fitch 1997, 12). Over the course of 18 months they discovered that they shared insatiable curiosity, and insatiable hunger. Paul was a gourmand and, having lived a number of years in France, thought cuisine to be an art form. While Julia had nothing in the way of Paul’s culinary knowledge, she had an unstoppable appetite. Together they ventured into the countryside, first in Ceylon and later China, where they sampled local fare. As they shared food and a mutual appreciation for the tradition and precision of Chinese cuisine, so too did they begin a deep friendship, one that blossomed into love.

After the war’s end, they returned to the states and continued their friendship-turned-romance via correspondence while Paul secured employment and Julia tried her hand at cooking (to poor results). Each slowly prepared for marriage. They were wed shortly after being involved in an auto accident; at the ceremony both had stitches and Paul needed a cane. He had found work with the State Department as an exhibits officer for the U.S.I.S., a job that required relocation to Paris. In 1948, he brought Julia to France. France brought Julia to food.

Her first meal in France was a revelation. Over the years she recounted her dinner in Rouen in different ways—as being oysters and sole meunière, or pressed duck. What remained constant is her description of the meal’s romance, the presentation, the sauces, and the sensual delight. She’d found a cuisine that matched her appetite. She’d found an obsession.

After dining their way around Paris with a fervor, Julia’s passion for food grew into something more. She needed to know why French food tasted the way it did and how a woman such as herself could make it. While many claim to have suggested that she take classes at Le Cordon Bleu, the fact is that she loved food, loved her husband, and the way to Paul’s heart was through his stomach. The way to his stomach was through Le Cordon Bleu.

At the famed culinary school, Julia was enrolled in a beginner’s class. After much complaining to the school’s proprietress, Mme. Elisabeth Brassart (one of the few people, alongside Senator McCarthy, whom Julia claimed to hate), she was transferred into a six-month course for students intending to become professional chefs. They were a group of 16 men, all American GIs, and Julia.

The course’s instructor was Max Bugnard—the very picture of a French chef—a short, round man with an impressive mustache. Bugnard began teaching when he’d been forced to retire from restaurant life due to the after effects of nerve gas from World War I. He was a stickler for precision and specifics. Julia, having been trained in culling and organizing for the OSS, had a mind built for collecting and sorting information. Teacher and student were made for one another. Bugnard often taught his students by having them make errors before demonstrating the proper execution of a dish. For Julia, who wanted to know the why behind when something didn’t work, the process was astounding. Bugnard also taught her not to apologize for mistakes, something she stood by the rest of her life. He took to his towering pupil, her fearlessness and curiosity. He taught Julia how to shop in French markets and the relationship a cook should have with ingredients and their sellers. Wanting to progress at her own pace, she engaged Bugnard for private lessons. She was graduated from Le Cordon Bleu after a lengthy disagreement with Mme. Brassart that required letter writing and a strongly worded note listing Julia’s prominent political connections. The note resulted in a speedy granting of the diploma.

While in Paris, Julia met the wife of one of Paul’s friends, a woman who became her collaborator, coauthor, and “French sister,” Simone Beck Fischbacher. Simca, as she was known, was passionate, animated, and an inspired cook who had also taken classes at Le Cordon Bleu. With Simca, Julia could discuss food in both an intellectual and sensory way, and as an art and tradition of the French. Simca was a member of the culinary club Cercle des Gourmettes (which Julia later joined) and had already worked on multiple cookbooks, along with her friend Louisette Bertholle. Simca introduced Julia to Louisette. Each found in the other a warmth of spirit they had not previously encountered.

Julia, Simca, and Louisette decided to combine their talents to start a cooking school, one more intimate and less formal than Le Cordon Bleu and specifically geared toward American expats. As the majority of cooking in the respectable French home was handled by the house staff, expats with curiosity (like Julia) seemed the most likely pupils. They named themselves L’Ecole de Trois Gourmandes. Paul Child both supported their efforts and designed their logo—an elegant circle surrounding their name, a nod to the culinary club that they all loved. Julia pinned this logo to her uniform and wore it each time she taught and later during television programs. Classes were conducted in the kitchen of Paul and Julia’s apartment, and while attendance was often scattered and profits not always made, each class was an experience and ended with a shared meal comprised of what was cooked during the lesson. L’Ecole de Trois Gourmandes was as much a training ground as Le Cordon Bleu. Julia practiced teaching, writing clear and concise recipes, and communicating her love for technique, ingredients, and food.

As the women grew closer, Simca and Louisette revealed that they had been at work on a cookbook for Americans and offered it to Julia for review. She understood what American home cooks needed explained and declared the book unusable. The English was difficult to understand, and it called for methods and ingredients an American household would neither be familiar with nor have access to. Together the three began work on an entirely new project, embarking on the long task of writing Mastering the Art of French Cooking.

Mastering the Art of French Cooking was a labor that went beyond love and at times bordered on mania. It combined two contrary concepts: the soul of French cooking and exacting American science. Simca (and to a far lesser degree, Louisette) provided recipes for the traditional dishes, inspired touches, and the very French élan. Julia used her Cordon Bleu knowledge and approached every recipe with all the research skills and relentless attention to detail that her OSS work had honed. Every single recipe was tested in multiple variations over which Julia and Simca fought. Simca would stand firm in her innate, if occasionally illogical, knowledge of what made a dish French, while Julia would demand reasoned explanations as to method and that above all it be teachable.

During the course of writing Mastering the Art of French Cooking, the Childs would relocate to Marseille, then Germany, back to the United States, and eventually to Norway. Simca and Julia edited recipes by correspondence, which Julia would often stamp “Confidential” in a nod to her OSS days. The women engaged in culinary espionage. At the end of Paul’s career with the government, he and Julia returned to the United States, and to the publication of Mastering the Art of French Cooking, in 1961. It had taken 10 years and four countries.

The book became the blueprint for the modern cookbook. Its layout was revolutionary in that its neat columns separating the ingredients from the recipe made it easy to read and easy to follow. The illustrations were clear, and the straightforward though sometimes whimsical language was approachable. The book was like Julia, and like her very recognizable voice, it proclaimed itself an original. Mastering the Art of French Cooking was regarded as a triumph. She had stumbled on an America that was ripe for culinary adventure and ready to push beyond the boundaries of what food economists and scientists deemed progress (Crisco had not long before been hailed a perfect food). Julia dove headlong into a new life as not just an authority on French cooking, but the authority.

Mastering the Art of French Cooking was one of the first cookbooks to have a publicity tour to promote sales. Julia and Simca cooked their way across cosmopolitan hubs, demonstrating in Bloomingdale’s and famously flipping an omelet on The Today Show. They offered the drama of cooking to an eager American audience who had until then been taught that food came in sterilized packages, was touched as little as possible, and was in no way fun. While Simca brought a proper degree of Frenchness, Julia brought Julia, her approachable ham of a personality, her honking voice, and her absolute adoration of food. While Julia and Simca would remain dear friends for life, the process of collaboration proved exhausting for them. They would partner only once more, to complete the second volume of Mastering the Art of French Cooking.

In Boston, Julia was scheduled to appear on I’ve Been Reading, a book review show for WGBH, the local public television station. She had not owned a television during her years abroad and was uncomfortable with the show’s talking heads format. She was also not a fan of public speaking and thought she should have something to fill the interview time; she brought eggs, a whisk, and a copper bowl. Over a hot plate, she did a repeat performance of the omelet demonstration from The Today Show, and though she didn’t remember to mention the book’s title, she managed to make an impression. WGBH received 27 letters, unheard of for their small viewership, each saying that the woman who did French cooking was entertaining, each saying they’d like to see her again. In 1962, The French Chef was born.

Though the title was chosen because it fit on one line in the television guide, it became a harbinger of change in the culinary landscape, signaling an awakening of American horizons. People were traveling more since the war and tasting new foods. The Kennedys had a French chef in the White House, and French cuisine was about to surface in the American consciousness. “Chef” was an unintentionally subversive word. Cooking was a male-dominated field, and women had not been recognized as chefs. Though Julia was careful to state that she was a cook and not a chef, she had inadvertently aligned herself with a budding women’s movement. No one did more to open the culinary world to women than Julia Child.

To watch an episode of The French Chef is to watch Julia delight over ingredients, gasp, chortle, gleefully manhandle raw meats, sniff and taste, all the while instructing the viewer on how to cook, eat, and live. She was unpolished, affable, and funny. While there had been several cooking shows before (even the venerable James Beard had tried his hand at television), none had The French Chef’s charisma and approachability. Julia felt it was as important to show the mistakes as the successes, so viewers might not be intimidated, and so they might learn how to recover from a collapsed potato mold (she would chuckle and say she liked hers a bit soft). Few retakes were ever done, and only when disasters were of such magnitude that there could be no recovery.

What doesn’t show in those earthy, exciting, humorous episodes of The French Chef is the careful ballet and hours of preparation required for each program, or the heavy physical labor—often done by Paul. After his retirement from government service, Paul devoted his life to Julia and her career. Without Paul Child, The French Chef could not have been. He helped with it all, from hefting supplies into the studio to washing the dishes after each shoot. Anything that could be prepared beforehand was. Ultimately due to the small budget, they had just one shot, and so rehearsal was essential. There were two cameras and no cuts, as video would have to be spliced by hand. Each episode was one continuous 28-minute take with no television magic.

Julia choreographed everything. If a butter knife was out of place, it cost precious seconds, something she remained conscious of even in old age. In a 1999 interview she can be heard reminding an interviewer of when he’ll have to change tape. Child and her director, Ruth Lockwood, designed a system of “idiot cards” to keep on track, on time, and presentable. They even included reminders about her voice and not to gasp. Crew members ate the finished meals and were often given partially prepared demonstration food to take home, with Julia’s careful instructions. When Julia cooked for her viewers, she also cooked for Paul, for her coworkers, and for herself.

Boston was a city full of intellectuals and the perfect market for a show that was simultaneously educational and entertaining. Julia was no sex object (though Paul wrote numerous lines about her long legs), but male audiences were drawn by the clear, concise instructions, and women were drawn in by the sheer force of her personality. Julia was loveable because she was by no means perfect. In later life she wondered about the effect people like Martha Stewart had on the approachability of cooking. She bemoaned the idea of flawlessness in not just the food but the cook, and believed that too much television perfection led to people thinking they couldn’t achieve successful results at home. Julia was perfect in neither appearance nor result, and she reveled in it. The French Chef, with its successes and mistakes, caught on in cosmopolitan areas and university crowds and gradually spread across the country. By 1965, Julia Child was not only a household name, she had won a Peabody Award. Over her long career she would win multiple Emmy Awards.

People latched onto Julia’s mistakes and her quirkiness, but most of all her voice. When Dan Aykroyd did a send-up of her on Saturday Night Live (complete with cooking while bleeding profusely), the caricature focused as much on her vocal gymnastics as it did her cooking. Julia loved it and howled with laughter. Her mannerisms and word choice worked their way into the American lexicon. Her happy chirping sign off “Bon Appétit!” became a required flourish when serving any meal. The French Chef had 119 episodes in black-and-white and color; it saw her through the writing of the second volume of Mastering the Art of French Cooking and led to the development of other cookbooks (most notably The Way to Cook) and television series.

Julia eventually cooked for television directly out of her home, capitalizing on the idea of seeing a TV cook at work in her kitchen, rather than a studio. From early on she had invited viewers to share meals with her; now she invited them into her home. Though to date just a handful of shows successfully carry off this feat, the influence of her choice still resonates; celebrity cooks and chefs, from Paula Deen to Tyler Florence and Ina Garten, now invite the viewer into a home, letting them watch cooking in situ. Alton Brown owes a nod to Julia’s humor, while America’s Test Kitchen owes a nod to her meticulous research. Upon retirement to California, Julia’s kitchen was transported to the Smithsonian and carefully reassembled, pans hanging from pegboards, an outline of each having been traced by Paul. Paul, ever a presence in her life, was ever-present in her kitchen.

Cooking entertainment has become wide and varied over the past decade, with multiple networks devoted to educational cooking shows, food travelogues, cooking competitions, and programs devoted to the bizarre world of pastry architecture. It was Julia Child who first introduced the idea that cooking was theatrical fun. She kept a gigantic serrated knife she called her “fright knife” and joyously shouted “Whang!” when chopping things. She recognized the dramatic arc in meal preparation and that people loved a little comedy with their food. In later interviews her voice softened and the excited gasps were less frequent. Yet when recalling meals, her voice again began its magical slide up and down, describing sauces or a favorite wine. When asked to say her name, she cheerfully barked out, “Julia Child!”

Julia Child died in 2004, at the age of 91. In My Life in France, she dispensed the advice, “Learn how to cook—try new recipes, learn from your mistakes, be fearless, and above all have fun” (Child and Prud’homme 2006). This sentiment birthed a cooking entertainment industry and opened the culinary world to anyone willing to follow the clarion call of Julia’s voice.

Erika Swyler
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CHUCK D (1960–)

The history of American entertainment is a predominantly white history. If you need evidence of this, look no further than the names listed throughout this book. That is not to say that there are no influential entertainers of nonwhite races or ethnicities listed, nor is it meant to suggest that there should necessarily be more diversity for its own sake. It is simply meant to point out that, like it or not, white audiences still by and large determine who matters and what counts as significant in popular culture. Having a major influence on American entertainment requires one to gain the attention of the masses and hold it for some time. One cannot have a significant influence on the majority of American culture without having some influence on the group that is the social majority. Achieving a noteworthy degree of success with mainstream audiences in any form of entertainment in America ultimately means finding success with white audiences. How, then, does the music of a group of outspoken black nationalists find widespread appeal with white audiences and American popular culture as a whole? And how does that group’s frontman gain enough influence within the general culture to change the course of American entertainment?

Carlton Douglas Ridenhour, better known as Chuck D, is the primary figure in the hip-hop group Public Enemy. He has been called one of the most distinctive voices in the history of hip-hop and has received nearly universal critical praise (Edwards 2009, 248). He is distinctive not only because of the sound of his lyrical delivery, but also because of his easily recognizable voice as an author. More often than not, his lyrics are calls to action. He commands listeners to think critically about the social and political issues faced everyday by the have-nots throughout America and then directs audiences to work to overcome these injustices. His delivery on nearly every Public Enemy song is filled at once with intense anger and an incredible degree of hope.

Public Enemy is widely viewed as one of the most influential groups in hip-hop history. They were extremely progressive in terms of their music, overtly leftist politics, and audacious public image. Their logo, designed by none other than Chuck D, is a man standing in the crosshairs of a rifle. Their name is a clear reference to the gangster film of the same name, whose protagonist, played by James Cagney, belongs to an ethnic minority and who goes on to become a brutal killer. For their live performances, they employed “Security of the First-World” (or S1W) soldiers, a group of black men in military-like uniform who publicly carried Uzis as sidearms. There is little about Public Enemy that does not somehow seek to provoke listeners, perhaps even scare them, into thinking more critically about the social, political, and racial tensions that are boiling over into real-world violence with alarming frequency.
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Chuck D, 2005. (AP Photo/Lionel Cironneau)

Filmmaker Spike Lee calls Chuck D one of the most socially conscious artists in history. Lee credits him with helping refocus the minds of young people and redirecting their energy toward constructive goals (Lee 1997, ix). In this way, Chuck D stands out even when compared to other socially aware artists: when many other such artists were simply advocating the destruction of oppressive systems, Chuck D was pointing to the same injustices with an eye on how everyday people could start working together to resolve them.

Chuck D addresses social issues of all kinds, often in highly detailed ways. In “Night of the Living Baseheads,” he chronicles how drug addiction disproportionately affects blacks and shows how the drug trade catches users in a vicious cycle that in many ways holds back the entire race (It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back 1988). In “Fight the Power,” he draws the listener’s attention to the way that American culture in general represents white celebrities compared to their black counterparts (Fear of a Black Planet 1990). In “Shut ’Em Down,” he details the ways in which corporations are able to drain money out of black neighborhoods without contributing anything to the community and, whether they intend to or not, ultimately make it much more difficult for black businesspeople to get the start-up funds necessary to open their own businesses (Apocalypse 91 … The Enemy Strikes Black 1991).

As Tricia Rose points out, Public Enemy was the first hip-hop group to have a major, lasting appeal with white audiences as well as the first to develop a large following outside of the United States (1994, 7). While the latter point may not be the most helpful in illustrating Chuck D’s influence on American culture specifically, it is still significant in two key ways. First, Public Enemy’s success with audiences outside of America tapped into a vast, previously untapped financial market for hip-hop. Hip-hop’s expansion into the global market made it more economically viable in the long run and has certainly played a role more recently in making it possible for popular rappers to attain megastar status. Perhaps less fortunately, Public Enemy’s success with audiences of all sorts illustrated quite clearly that there was a potential for a great deal of money to be made off of hip-hop. One can easily see how the potential for profit may have contributed to the mainstreaming of hip-hop and its movement in the 1990s toward mass consumer entertainment and away from the artistic and social qualities that made it a unique form of music in the first place.

Second, and more importantly, Public Enemy’s mass appeal helped bridge gaps and perceived boundaries between subcultures. As America is, after all, a nation of immigrants, Public Enemy’s appeal abroad goes hand in hand with the fact that they simply appealed to all sorts of people. In the 1980s, dominant American culture tended to see hip-hop as a form of music that was connected almost exclusively with young black men living in urban areas. Public Enemy helped break that stereotype by proving that the movement resonated with people from many different backgrounds.

In the early 1990s, Public Enemy toured and collaborated with the heavy-metal band Anthrax. While hip-hop was stereotyped as music for young blacks, heavy metal had an equally powerful stigma of being a kind of music for young whites. In touring alongside a heavy-metal band, Public Enemy attempted to bridge a gap between two seemingly opposite subcultures. They did so by focusing on what their stereotypical audiences had in common rather than what was supposedly different about them. They also championed the aspects of their music that were similar, drawing attention to the fact that both groups tended toward fast-paced, loud, angry music. In this sense, fans of both groups could come together and realize that they all appreciated the way these groups used their music more like weapons than like traditional forms of escapist entertainment.

The informal partnership between Public Enemy and Anthrax was not only important on a social level, but it also came to be extremely influential in terms of the direction of popular music as well. It set the stage for the crossover genre of rap rock that would become incredibly popular in the mid- to late 1990s. Without this collaboration, it is highly unlikely that such popular acts as Kid Rock, Rage Against the Machine, 311, Limp Bizkit, or Incubus could have reached such large audiences. It is entirely possible that the more recently formed groups on that list would never have broken through at all.

The fact that Public Enemy was able to find such crossover appeal while frequently quoting and referencing prominent black nationalists like Malcolm X and Louis Farrakhan is all the more remarkable. It speaks to the idea that oppression truly is a universal problem and that seeking to bridge the gaps that divide us is among the most effective potential solutions available. Public Enemy’s work and its wide acceptance helped to prove that being pro-black and being pro-human race are not mutually exclusive.

Public Enemy have been called the Sex Pistols of rap (Davis 2006). Despite their vastly different sounds and remarkably different political views, this analogy does make a lot of sense. Both groups took an emerging musical genre and blew it up into a worldwide cultural phenomenon. Both used their music as a way to promote alternative, highly politicized views of society and social issues. Both unabashedly embraced noise as a creative tool of expression. In the case of the Sex Pistols, the noise they used was ostensibly a result of a seemingly general disdain for musicianship, which could be seen as stifling to creative expression. In the case of Public Enemy, their use of noise went hand in hand with a great appreciation for musicians of the past. Nearly all of their songs are based around samples of the recorded work of artists that came before them. Public Enemy introduced noise into the mix as a way of combining what was traditionally accepted as quality music with the sounds that could be found all around them.

Public Enemy’s production crew was known as the Bomb Squad. It included Hank Shocklee, Keith Shocklee, Eric “Vietnam” Sadler, and Chuck D. At that time in hip-hop, as in other genres of popular music, it was not common for a group’s main lyricist to be heavily involved on the production side of the music. Chuck D, working on all aspects of Public Enemy’s music, was in this sense a direct forerunner of the do-it-yourself mentality that has come to be so prevalent among Internet users. More important, though, is his direct involvement in all of the artistic accomplishments the group made in the refinement of sampling as an art form.

Public Enemy’s first album, Yo! Bum Rush the Show (1987), started out as a cassette recording of other commercially available records. The group’s production crew then arranged the bits and pieces of other songs they had recorded on a cassette called a “pause tape.” Each short passage of music would be repeated, or “looped,” a set number of times and blended with segments of other songs that were acquired by the same method. This technique, known as sampling, was not without precedent: other artists had created songs based on samples many times before. Public Enemy, however, took sampling to new heights, both in terms of artistry and in terms of the sheer amount of samples used to create a new song (Milner 2009, 331).

Though they did not create sampling, they changed how it could sound and what it could be used for. Sometimes, Public Enemy would use sampling to effectively quote and comment on recognizable passages from other artists, which was the more normal approach in what was a very new tradition. More often, though, they took these prerecorded patterns and wove them together into something entirely unrecognizable and completely new. Public Enemy held jam sessions with sampled material, with all four members of the Bomb Squad using turntables to sample bits of different records at the same time (Copyright Criminals 2009). This process brought a sense of improvisation and a stronger sense of musical collaboration to the act of sampling. Public Enemy’s work proved that sampling could indeed be a legitimate form of art. This creation of new music by using previously recorded material opened the door for many musicians and helped set the stage for modern pop music, underground electronic music, remixes of all kinds, and even less conventional forms of entertainment like mash-up videos on the web.

Chuck D would frequently name-check the titles of the songs that Public Enemy sampled or otherwise use his lyrics to refer to the source of the sampled audio recordings. For example, the title of James Brown’s “Funky Drummer” is mentioned in the lyrics of Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power,” which is built around a sample of the drumbeat from Brown’s song (Copyright Criminals 2009). Though many of the samples used in Public Enemy songs are taken so far out of context and are so thoroughly blended with other samples that it becomes difficult if not impossible to link them to their sources, Chuck D’s directly referencing some of Public Enemy’s sampled material allows such songs to serve as self-contained archives that point to the historical predecessors of the hip-hop movement. This act of helping to preserve cultural memories also serves social and political functions as it allows younger listeners to place their tastes, their attitudes, and their cultural values within a longer and richer musical tradition. In doing so, the simple act of referencing older works serves to elevate them and, ultimately, helps to unite and empower the community that identifies with the material.

There are some potential ethical and economic issues with sampling, of course. Even when sampled works are referenced, the owner of the sampled song’s copyright might want more substantial compensation or simply might not want his or her work to be used at all. The amount of money that record companies were making off of sample-heavy albums eventually led to legal reform of copyright laws. Now, artists must receive permission from copyright holders to use samples of their recorded work, even in instances where the sample is as short as a single note and would be entirely unrecognizable in the context of the new song (Copyright Criminals 2009). Because of this newer interpretation of copyright law, sample-based work can be prohibitively expensive if not entirely illegal. Rather than give up on one of their artistic techniques, many musicians have instead used the legal ramifications as a good excuse to move outside of the established record labels sphere of influence altogether. Now, sample-based work tends to be underground and are often distributed digitally.

Chuck D has been an outspoken advocate for digital distribution for music in all genres. In 2000, he even went so far as to testify in front of Congress in favor of legalizing digital distribution services like Napster (Armstrong 2000). While Napster and many other similar file-sharing services have since fallen by the wayside, Chuck D’s willingness to speak out in favor of free online distribution helped listeners and other musicians see its potential value in allowing artists to get their work out to people directly without needing to depend on a record label. Though they are not particularly well known for it, Public Enemy also had a firsthand role in helping to revolutionize the way audiences get their music; their album There’s a Poison Goin’ On was one of the very first full-length works to be released exclusively as an MP3 download (Phipps 2002).

Public Enemy was extremely progressive, not just in terms of their sound or politics, but in the way that they fused the two together (Milner 2009, 333). They were one of the first groups to unify both their music and their lyrics around a series of focused political statements. According to Bomb Squad member Hank Shocklee, Chuck D’s goal with Public Enemy was to blur the boundaries between the sounds of popular music and the noise of everyday life (Milner 2009, 333). As Chuck D clearly states in several Public Enemy songs, they wanted to “Bring the Noise” rather than hide it. It is worth remembering here that the group got their start in the 1980s, when ultra-clean production values were the norm and highly produced music dominated the popular charts as well as the airwaves. Chuck D’s deliberate decision to embrace everyday noise in Public Enemy songs ran directly counter to the values of mainstream music at the time. Without a doubt, this intentional use of noise helped set the stage for the next decade of popular music in rock as well as hip-hop. It also served a political function by elevating the experience of the everyday person: noise, which is so ordinary that it is literally all around us all of the time, became a desired commodity, and it was held up as something that should be heard on equal footing with earlier recorded music. Taken as a metaphor, this use of noise would seem to suggest that ordinary people, and in particular those marginalized by the mainstream culture, should start to consider themselves on the same footing as their political leaders and cultural icons.

Chuck D and Public Enemy’s lasting artistic influence lies chiefly in the way they were able to fuse the progressive social and political commentary in their work with an innovative musical style that was also, in many ways, a similar form of cultural criticism. By bringing the two together, Public Enemy was able to create a unified cultural commentary, one that also happened to be incredibly well focused and consistent over the course of their career. To this day, Chuck D’s style of lyrical delivery remains the gold standard for rappers, especially those looking to promote social or political messages. Chuck D’s activist, Afrocentric perspective encouraged criticism and debate about race and politics, but emphasized the need for grassroots action and cooperation above all else.

Whether or not one accepts the opening salvo of this essay, that the history of American entertainment is a white one, is beside the point. The point of those introductory remarks, as is often the case in Chuck D’s work, is simply to put forth an alternative way of looking at American culture and in particular, at the politics of race and class in America. Through being so provocative with their presentations of alternative, revised versions of history, Public Enemy gets audiences talking about serious social issues that Americans, particularly the least privileged among us, must deal with on a daily basis. The discussions that result in response to Public Enemy’s music, ultimately, are much more important and much more influential than the historical accuracy of any single idea that they might present in their music. In this sense, Chuck D changed American entertainment simply by holding a mirror up to American society.

Jason W. Buel

References and Additional Resources

Armstrong, Mark. 2000. “Chuck D Takes the Congressional Mike.” E! Entertainment. May 24. Web.

Copyright Criminals. 2009. Directed by Benjamin Franzen and Kembrew McLeod. Changing Images. Film.

Davis, Johnny. 2006. “Hip-Hop, You Don’t Stop.” The Observer Music Monthly, June 18. Web.

Edwards, Paul. 2009. How to Rap: The Art and Science of the Hip-Hop MC. Chicago: Chicago Review Press.

Lee, Spike. 1997. Introduction to Fight the Power: Rap, Race, and Reality, by Chuck D and Yusuf Jah. New York: Delacorte Press.

Milner, Greg. 2009. Perfecting Sound Forever: An Aural History of Recorded Music. New York: Faber and Faber.

Phipps, Keith. 2002. Review of There’s a Poison Goin On. The A.V. Club, March 29. Web.

Public Enemy. 1991. Apocalypse 91 … The Enemy Strikes Black. Def Jam. CD.

Public Enemy. 1990. Fear of a Black Planet. Def Jam. CD.

Public Enemy. 1988. It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back. Def Jam. CD.

Public Enemy. 1987. Yo! Bum Rush The Show. Def Jam. CD.

Rose, Tricia. 1994. Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America. Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press.

CLEMENTE, ROBERTO (1934–1972)

In baseball, a sport that values records more than any other, Roberto Clemente is among the greats in many categories, but first in almost none. Though a gifted athlete with an immensely strong throwing arm and impeccable timing for running the bases, Clemente wasn’t the kind of slugging home run hitter that typically garners praise. But in a game that has a slavish devotion to statistical firsts, he is perhaps even more important for his cultural firsts. A black Latino, Clemente was not the first to break the Latino barrier in baseball, but he was the first Latino to claim the spotlight. As the first superstar from Puerto Rico, Clemente was Major League Baseball’s first batting champion and first Most Valuable Player of Latino descent. More importantly, he was the first baseball player of any background whose devotion to helping humanity often overshadowed his stellar playing career. Clemente—the man—became a Hall of Famer who starred on the field and thrilled millions of fans. Clemente—the legend—became a larger-than-life figure as a result of his ability to put others ahead of himself. It is in this selflessness that Clemente transcended sports and statistics, and influences both sport and society today. And this selflessness, and his legend, was cemented in the final days of 1972.
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Roberto Clemente, 1967. (AP Photo/J. Spencer Jones)

Shortly after midnight on December 23, 1972, a 6.2 magnitude earthquake struck directly beneath the center of the capital city of Managua, Nicaragua. Within hours, a series of aftershocks ranging from 5.0 to 5.2 continued the assault, leveling large swaths of the city of over 400,000 inhabitants. Reports of the devastation came in to American newspapers—of 15-story buildings squeezed like accordions, of piles of rubble where homes once stood and families once lived, of untold numbers of thousands dead. A reporter for a local newspaper described a scene of horror. “Managua appears to be sinking … [P]eople walk along the streets in a daze. Cadavers on the sidewalks go almost unnoticed … It’s like a scene out of Dante’s Inferno” (“Managua Looks Like Dante’s Inferno,” 1).

Roberto Clemente, star baseball player for the Pittsburgh Pirates, heard the reports with greater interest than most Americans. Only a few weeks earlier the amateur world championship of baseball was held in Nicaragua, and Clemente—free from the Pirates during the off-season—had volunteered to manage the club of his native Puerto Rico. He had developed an affinity for Nicaragua during the few weeks he lived there. Clemente had shopped the local marketplaces, eaten at countless restaurants, and made acquaintances with the locals, making it a second home. Now, reports flooded radio and television with the devastation striking a place Clemente felt a kinship to—and he immediately sought to offer relief.

This sense of helping others was instilled at a young age. A native of Puerto Rico from the outskirts of San Juan, he grew up in a five-room wooden home with 11 relatives near sugarcane plantations. Though they weren’t poor by Depression-era Puerto Rican standards, the Clementes weren’t affluent either. They were a typical middle-class Puerto Rican family that subsisted on rainwater collected on the roof of their home for drinking, while the family provided for itself through a variety of jobs. The children, when old enough, were required to work, even if it was to earn a pittance. For Roberto, this meant delivering milk cans to locals for pennies a day. Yet such day-to-day living in a rural plantation developed a strong sense of community in the boy, as did seeing the hardships and challenges of everyday people struggling in ways the Clemente family never did.

As a growing affinity for the community was instilled in Clemente, so was his love for baseball. Long shunning the Caribbean tradition of adoring soccer, Puerto Rico felt the effect of being an American commonwealth in its adoration of everything associated with baseball, and Clemente was no different. Baseball was played by people of all ages and backgrounds. With American sports still segregated by the early 1940s, African American baseball players routinely joined teams in the Puerto Rican professional leagues—becoming a literal reminder to Puerto Ricans and Clemente alike of the racial injustices occurring on the U.S. mainland. By 1955, when he finally broke into the major leagues with Pittsburgh, the scope and breadth of America’s rampant racism was apparent to Clemente. He described himself as a “double nigger”—not only feeling the vitriol parts of white America felt toward people who visually appeared to be African Americans, but also grappling with the ruthless behavior of journalists and fans alike who mocked Latin accents to phonetic extremes. One reporter quoted Clemente late in his career as saying, “Eef I have my good arm thee ball gets there a leetle quicker” (Will 2008, 293). Such blatant manipulation of quotes was to Clemente abhorrent behavior. “Lots of times I have the feeling people want to take advantage of me, especially the writers,” he said (Regalado 2008, 169). The battle between sportswriters—and the battle of pop culture’s stereotypical interpretations of Latin America in general—and Clemente would last his entire career, leading to his belief that he was overlooked for endorsements and greater notoriety simply because of his ethnic background. This led to his hometown newspaper, the San Juan Sun, to write: “Clemente is a black Puerto Rican. That makes him doubly dubious. His native tongue is foreign to button-down America, and so is his color” (Regalado 2008, 170).

If America was determined to overlook him for fame, Clemente was determined to make them take a second look with his playing ability. Over the course of his 18-year career he won the MVP once and was in the Top 10 for MVP voting eight times. He led the league in batting during four different seasons, was an All-Star selection on 12 occasions, won the World Series MVP once, and was bestowed with the Gold Glove Award for his masterful fielding 12 times. His skill as a defender was so astonishing that by the end of his career he would set the all-time record in outfield assists (throwing a base runner out) for a right fielder. And, to polish off an already stellar career, Clemente capped off the 1972 season by hitting his 3,000th hit in the final game of the season, becoming the 11th player in Major League Baseball history to achieve that milestone. In an interview during that season as he approached his feat, Clemente felt his collective accomplishments on the field had added up enough to justify a change in perception of himself and Latinos alike. “[T]he writers, at first, thought Latinos were inferior to the American people. Now they know they can’t be sarcastic about Latinos. Which is something I have fought all of my life” (Regalado 2008, 171).

By the end of the 1972 season, Clemente was 38 years old and contemplating life after baseball. He had debated retirement after the 1971 season in which the Pittsburgh Pirates won the World Series, but his .341 batting average was still good enough for fourth best in the league, and good enough to lure him back for another season. Nineteen seventy-two brought another All-Star game appearance and Gold Glove award, as well as a season of batting .312, which would have been good enough for fifth best in the league if his body—which had long battled back injuries—allowed him to play enough games to statistically qualify. But a deteriorating body combined with age brought about an off-season of speculation that Clemente would hang it up and retire. He offered no assurances either way, and allowed the media to deal in rumors while he spent the off-season doing what he loved best—immersing himself in the needs of his hometown community.

In the waning years of his career, Clemente dreamed of developing a sports complex in his native Puerto Rico—a safe haven featuring a collection of baseball fields, the likes of which didn’t yet exist—for economically disadvantaged children. As a child who, by comparable standards, had an easy upbringing, Clemente felt it was his duty to take care of those who were not as fortunate as himself, who didn’t receive the breaks in life that he had. In his eyes, if God—in whom he was a strong believer—graced him with the ability to play baseball and attain the fame and wealth that comes with superstardom, he should use that fame for others who would otherwise never have the same opportunity. “The biggest thing I want to do is for the youths,” he said in 1967. “When I am ready to quit baseball, I will have my sports center. It will only be a little thing to some but to me it will be the most important thing in the world” (Regalado 2008, 173).

Clemente worked on persuading government officials and corporate sponsors in Puerto Rico to back his proposal. For a while, progress was slowed by bureaucratic red tape and deaf ears. Yet Clemente’s notoriety as a man striving to perform good deeds preceded his advances and was only matched by his unwillingness to accept no for an answer, so much so that by the off-season of 1972, he was finally starting to make headway. “I have a project going in Puerto Rico for the underprivileged and I have made so much progress with the political men in our country that I’m beginning to think my dream will come true” (Regalado 2008, 174). Heading off to Nicaragua to coach the amateur baseball squad from Puerto Rico in the world championships, Clemente began to envision a life after playing baseball as a reality, a life filled with helping the unfortunate.

And then, on December 23rd, the earthquake struck Managua. Only the day before, Americans had read news reports out of Nicaragua detailing social unrest over government practices. One hundred students and Catholic priests staged a hunger strike in Managua’s large Catholic cathedral that was to last through Christmas—a protest against increasing poverty and Nicaragua’s growing number of political prisoners (“Students on Hunger Strike,” 11) The hunger strike wouldn’t last though. The earthquake hit with a ferociousness that Managuan construction was never built to withstand, creating a scene of destruction unfathomable by modern standards. “Managua has disappeared,” one reporter early to the scene said. “All is desolation, death, and tragedy.” Said another reporter, “It looks like [the aftermath of] a World War II city.” (“Thousands Die in Nicaragua Quake,” 1) Aftershocks came in waves, each nearly as strong as the original earthquake itself. Lake Managua, which the namesake capital city sits beside, flooded its banks in a tidal wave effect, drowning a city that just became a ruined pile of rock.

The constant stream of despair and destruction coming through news reports was too much for Clemente. Despite organized relief responses from government organizations the world over, he immediately gave up his holiday plans in order to organize a relief operation of his own. On Christmas Eve, he and Puerto Rican singer Ruth Fernandez made an appeal through television to donate to their cause—food, medical supplies, money, whatever people could spare. So overwhelming was the response that multiple cargo planes would be needed. Yet just as reports of the horrors from the earthquake multiplied, reports began to trickle in about the Nicaraguan military-led government’s decision to commandeer and stockpile relief supplies for itself, and refuse to distribute large portions to the general public. Hearing this, Clemente decided he needed to fly to Nicaragua with one of the cargo planes. If his fame and notoriety were worth anything to help the unfortunate, he believed it could be put to no better use than for this.

On December 31, 1972, eight days after the earthquake, and on an evening he would have typically spent in Puerto Rico celebrating the New Year holiday with family, Clemente instead leased a DC-7 airplane that had seen better days. Only a month earlier, the plane’s owner, Arthur Rivera—a businessman looking to start in the aviation business, yet who rarely flew and knew little of the operational behavior of airplanes—taxied the plane off a runway into a drainage ditch, causing the propellers and nose of the large craft to hit the ground, inflicting serious damage to the engines and tires (Maraniss 2006, 310). But by New Year’s Eve, Rivera’s plane had a new paint job and looked, at least visually, to be in good working order—and Clemente, who knew none of the plane’s misadventures weeks earlier, was determined to see some relief supplies reach the Nicaraguan earthquake victims quickly. Clemente chartered Rivera and crew to fly him and the remaining supplies down to Nicaragua immediately.

The plane was legally allowed to fly 40,000 lbs of supplies. Rivera’s inexperienced crew loaded nearly an extra 4,000 to 5,000 pounds into the cargo area. He and crew boarded the plane at San Juan’s airport and at 9:20 p.m., the DC-7, with Clemente aboard, reached the start of the runway. The tires, some of which were already damaged from the taxi runway incident weeks earlier, were weighed down by the cargo and improperly inflated. The engines were overwhelmed and burdened as the plane gained speed down the runway. As it approached the runway’s end, the DC-7 barely gained enough altitude to clear a gathering of trees before it banked left out to the adjacent Atlantic Ocean. Within three minutes after liftoff, the plane, with Clemente inside it, turned its nose toward the water and made impact. Only small portions of it were recovered. His body was never found.

The aftermath of Clemente’s death is a testament to how a life turns into legend, and explains how he became such an influential figure in American sports. First among the factors were the sportswriters of America, many who were adversaries of Clemente throughout his playing career. Within days of Clemente’s death, the Baseball Writers’ Association of America—the professional group representing baseball writers across the country, and the decision-makers for most baseball awards—began the unusual process of performing a special vote for inducting Clemente into the Baseball Hall of Fame. Rules required a player’s candidacy to wait five years from their last game played before a vote would even be considered. Yet, within 11 weeks of his death, Clemente was inducted with 93 percent of baseball writers voting yes (75 percent is required for induction), with many of the dissenters humbly saying they disagreed with the special rules surrounding the vote, not with Clemente’s worthiness. Nonetheless, he became the first player in the long history of baseball to be inducted without waiting five years and the first Latino to be bestowed with the title “Hall of Famer.”

In 1969, the United States established the Presidential Citizens Medal, the second-highest civilian award in the country, given to any American citizen who “performed exemplary deeds or services for his or her country or fellow citizens.” Until 1973, four years after its inception, no individual had been deemed worthy of receiving the recognition—that is, until the death of Roberto Clemente, who became the first American honored with the medal. His acts of selflessness define the merits of the award, which stipulate the ideal candidate “is a person whose work has had a meaningful and lasting impact on the lives of others.”

And baseball, which is so reliant upon statistics and awards, named its only major award that doesn’t have anything to do with statistics after Clemente. The Commissioner’s Award was established in 1971 to honor the baseball player who best represents the game through his actions and selflessness to his community. In 1973, the Commissioner’s Award was fittingly renamed the Roberto Clemente Award.

Clemente’s dream of a sports city for underprivileged youth struggled to find financial backing after his death. Politicians who were charmed by his tenacity to help others quickly forgot his dream. Yet others remembered and fought on, if not for the dream itself then for the man who lived for the dream. In 1974, the Roberto Clemente Sports City was established as a nonprofit organization, if in name only. Years after his death, through the hard work of Clemente’s widow, who ceaselessly sought a culmination of the dream, corporate funding was finally found to build the sports complex. The government of Puerto Rico donated 307 acres of wetland, and the facility was constructed. Today, the nonprofit struggles to build improvements on land that’s difficult to maintain on a small budget, yet the government now donates hundreds of thousands of dollars to its cause, which Clemente’s son has adopted as his own. The dedication to helping others Roberto Clemente showed in life remains evident in the complex, and family, that bears his name.

Whereas baseball often looks to the past for its greatness, Clemente looked to the future in the greatness of others. His goal as a baseball player was to dispel the misguided and racist beliefs of many in the media and American society about what it was to be Latino. Through his ability to navigate those racist barriers, Latino athletes today now make up the largest minority group in baseball, and are among the highest paid—and most sought-after endorsers—in sports. Clemente’s goal outside of sports was to leave a legacy of helping others, a legacy he assumed he’d spend his retirement cultivating. Yet his death was the ultimate sacrifice in the hopes of helping others. His legacy, both on and off the field, was now cemented.

At the memorial service for Clemente shortly after his death, his teammate, Willie Stargell, himself a future Hall of Famer, spoke:

Since I’ve been with him I’ve had a chance to know a really dynamic man who walked tall in every sense you can think of. He was proud, he was dedicated. He was in every sense you can determine a man. And I think going the way he went really typifies how he lived. Helping other people without seeking publicity or fame. Just making sure that he could lend a hand and get the job done … The greatness that he is, we all know the ballplayer that he is. For those who did not know him as a man, they really missed a fine treat for not knowing this gentleman. (Maraniss 2006, 349)

Clemente, the man, died serving others. In serving others—and in death—his legend influenced countless others to follow. And it is in the legend that lives the spirit of athletes and other entertainers doing more than just a job or seeking fortune. Clemente’s life became the barometer by which all athletes, regardless of sport, judged their own sacrifice to help those less fortunate than themselves. His influence remains not in the names that adorn plaques and awards, but in the lives changed, saved, and made more beautiful every day.

Patrick Cuff
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CODY, BUFFALO BILL (1846–1917)

To many Americans, the name William Cody does not ring a bell, but Cody, also known as Buffalo Bill, is the most important figure to contemporary notions of the Wild West. Born into a humble existence in a log cabin in Le Claire, Iowa on February 26, 1846, Cody experienced a major turning point in his life when his father died in 1857. Now the man of the house, he found work as a messenger with the well-known Russell, Majors and Waddell. Cody lasted only two months before declaring the job was “too confining for a country boy” (Don Russell, as cited in Rosa and May 1989, 5). In 1861, the Civil War broke out and Cody joined a group of young men going into Missouri several times to steal horses, until his mother found out and ordered him to stop. When his mother died in 1863, Cody turned to alcohol and gambling. As a result, he claimed, he joined the Seventh Kansas Cavalry Regiment under the command of Colonel C. R. Jennison. It was here where, the story goes, while acting as a spy he met up with a man known as Wild Bill Hickok, but, like Cody’s Wild West shows, his actual biography is often full of speculative facts and exaggerated storytelling.

While acting as a hospital orderly at the end of the Civil War, Cody met Lousia Frederici, who he later married. They both realized the marriage was a mistake, and he found married life too dull. After leaving Lousia with her sister, Cody left for the West, meeting up with William Rose and opening a store and saloon near Fort Hays. After this venture failed and Cody learned of a herd of buffalo nearby, he promised to supply the town with fresh buffalo meat. Within minutes of reaching the herd, he killed 11 buffalo and was offered employment by Captain George W. Graham of the Tenth Cavalry. According to one source Cody earned his nickname “Buffalo Bill” from the company, however, many think this to be romanticized and argue that he earned the name through frequent sightings of him peddling buffalo meat (Rosa and May 1989, 17).

Regardless of how the nickname was earned, Buffalo Bill’s buffalo talents were soon recognized by the Goddard Brothers in Hays City, and he was hired to supply meat (12 buffalo per day) for the workers of the area. The job paid $500 per month, and 18 months later, Cody boasted that he had killed 4,280 buffalo. According to Rosa and May in their biography Buffalo Bill and His Wild West, this number was most likely inflated, and was believed to be closer to 3000, since his contract lasted less than eight months (1989, 18). Nonetheless, people started recognizing Buffalo Bill, and soon, someone wrote a song in his honor, the beginning of the man’s legendary status:

Buffalo Bill, Buffalo Bill

Never missed and never will,

Always aims and shoots to kill,

And the company pays his buffalo

bill. (Rosa and May 1989, 18)

In 1868 Cody joined the army, where he once again supplied buffalo meat to the troops. Colonel George A. Armes described him as “one of our scouts and one of the best shots on the plains … ” He continues “he gets $60 per month and a splendid mule to ride, and is one of the most contented and happy men I ever met” (as cited in Rosa and May 1989, 21). While serving in the army, Buffalo Bill continued garnering a heroic reputation. General Eugene Carr thought of him as a “ ‘wonderful shot’ who ‘killed antelope running’ and who had ‘eyes as good as a fine field glass, and was the best white trailer … he could pick the best route for a wagon train …’ ” (as cited in Rosa and May 1989, 27). He was “retained at Fort Hays till the battalion of the Fifth Cavalry arrived and then made chief of scouts for the regiment” by General Sheridan, who was struck by Cody’s bravery and skill (as cited in Rosa and May 1989, 22).
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Buffalo Bill Cody, 1903. (Library of Congress)

In July 1869 William Cody met Edward Zane Carroll Judson, also known as Ned Buntline, who wrote several “blood and thunder” novels. After publishing Buffalo Bill, King of the Border Men, Cody’s alter ego experienced overnight fame. Fred G. Maeder turned the story into a melodrama for which tickets were routinely sold out. Soon, Cody was called upon to organize a buffalo hunt for the Grand Duke Alexis of Russia in 1872, and after a successful hunt capped off by a thrilling high-speed open carriage ride, Buffalo Bill was a rousing success, gathering even more fame and notoriety for the hunter. Cody continued to serve in the army, and in 1872 after being set upon by 11 Indians, six of whom Cody chased off, Charles Meinhold in Don Russell’s The Lives and Legends of Buffalo Bill (1960) declared “Mr. William Cody’s reputation for bravery and skill as a guide is so well established that I need not say anything else but that he acted in his usual manner” (as cited in Rosa and May 1989, 45). As a result, Cody received the Medal of Honor. Later that year, after urging from author Ned Buntline, Cody and his friend Texas Jack left for Chicago to try their hand at acting, which soon led to the beginning of the Wild West shows.

When Cody first took to the stage, critics complained that the “lowbrow entertainment was displacing the classical theater of Edwin Booth and the French actor Charles Fechter” (Warren 2005, 181), about which Cody himself joked, “[t]hat he would run Booth and Fechter into New Jersey by playing Shakespeare right through, from beginning to end, with Ned Buntline and Texas Jack to support me. I shall do Hamlet in a buckskin suit … I shall say to Jack, ‘Rope the cuss in, Jack!’ … As ‘Richard the Third,’ I shall fight with pistols and hunting knives. In ‘Romeo and Juliet’ I shall put a half-breed squaw on the balcony and make various other interpretations of Shakespeare’s words to suit myself” (as cited in Warren 2005, 182).

According to one critic, the shows “appealed to base emotions, their sensationalism, threatened to ignite the barely restrained passions of the laboring masses … All the small boys (and some big ones too) of this city are now practising the Indian war hoop [sic] after the style of Buffalo Bill and Texas Jack” (Warren 2005, 182). After similar reviews, Cody strove to change the plays into suitable middle-class entertainment, changing the times the shows aired to midday matinees and offering free photographs of Texas Jack, Ned Buntline, Morlacchi, and Buffalo Bill to all of the “ladies” that attended, in an effort to draw a more respectable crowd. After joining with, and subsequently parting with, the too violent Wild Bill Hickok, Cody, still in an effort to appeal to middle-class crowds, made his plays more spectacular. Louis S. Warren in Buffalo Bill’s America: William Cody and the Wild West Show (2005) writes: “His shows grew larger and more complex, his plays not only less violent, but more spectacular. He put horses onstage, decreased the amount of gunplay in the performances, and enhanced special effects such as electrical lighting” (190).

Like much of Buffalo Bill’s past, the origin of the Wild West Show is much disputed. Some credit it to Wild Bill Hickok, while others argue it was Doc Carver who put it into motion. According to Warren (2005), it was “Cody’s cultivation of Indian performers in the late 1870s that led most directly to the Wild West arena” (190). For the next seven years, most of the “Indians” were played by “supers” or white extras, until he was inspired to hire Sioux, Pawnee, and Lakota performers. From the beginning, Cody’s “intuitive sense of the public longing for noble savages as true, uncorrupted, honest primitives fading before the onslaught of modern, industrial commerce was the source of much of his success in the later years of his stage career and, of course, in the Wild West show” (Warren 2005, 195).

Cody left the indoor stage and ventured outside in 1883, where he and Doc Carver created “Cody & Carver’s Wild West.” The show opened on May 17th, to an estimated audience of 8,000 people. Featuring “what would become standard fare in the Wild West—the Pony Express; the attack on the Deadwood stagecoach (saved in the nick of time by Cody and Carver and a party of scouts); an exhibition shooting by Carver, Bogardus, and Cody, ‘the three best shots in the United States and the champion shot of the world.’ The final act was a ‘buffalo chase.’ At the end Cody made a speech, which was greeted with tremendous applause … If there had been any doubts before, there were certainly none now. The Wild West was a success” (Omaha Daily Herald, as cited in Rosa and May 1989, 72).

Still searching for the elusive middle-class female audience, Cody struggled with maintaining the authenticity of the Wild West show and the tamer show that would draw his desired crowd. Warren explains that “The Wild West show’s commitment to borderline violence—gunplay, horse breaking, and other physically dangerous performances—was central to its attraction as a ‘true’ picture of ‘life in the Far West.’ From 1883 until its last days, the authenticity of Wild West performers was a major audience draw. In many ways, the show’s high-speed simulacrum of combat, animal mastery, and marksmanship was a spectacle of ‘real’ historical actors whose virility was a bulwark against the artificiality and decadence of modern civilization” (2005, 212).

In 1890, the U.S Census Bureau released population numbers that led some to argue that the frontier no longer existed and “a defining condition of American life blinked out … The gathering sense that the future would be more urban, less natural, more corporate, and less individualistic pervaded American culture” (Wrobel, as cited in Warren 2005, 213). The burgeoning recognition of “neurasthenia,” which physician George M. Beard explains as “[f]ear of responsibility, of open places or closed places, fear of society, fear of being alone, fear of fears, fear of contamination, fear of everything, deficient mental control, lack of decision in trifling matters, and hopelessness.… [which] afflicted the civilized whose work required ‘labor of the brain over that of the muscles.’ … By undermining virility, it endangered the future of the white race and its civilization” (as cited in Warren, 2005, 212–13). As a result, painters and novelists strove to preserve the idea of the wilderness in paintings and novels, or in William Cody’s case, Wild West shows. As Warren notes,

The resort to the West as a bastion of white America suggests how the Wild West show … anticipated and expressed wiser cultural preoccupations with the decay of white manliness … Frontier originals who had subdued the savage wilderness, the Wild West show’s ‘real’ men at once reenacted their exploits and fought a defensive withdrawal before advancing artifice, civilized decadence, and the new immigration … suggest[ing] that as much as the Wild West show expressed anxieties over racial decay and the new immigration, it was also part of gathering cultural reaction against the cult of domesticity. (Warren 2005, 215)

In 1885, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show saw an audition from a young sharpshooter known as Phoebe Ann Moses, better known as Annie Oakley. After the 25-year-old was hired to replace another sharpshooter, who after coming down with an illness, had just quit the show, Cody advertised the woman extensively, knowing that she “provided gallons of symbolic glue that both contained the show’s violence and bonded its gunplay to family” even though individual acts were rarely advertised (Warren 2005, 241). Like so many others, Oakley had been drawn to the Wild West show, because unlike the circuses that were beginning to take off at the time, Warren (2005) explains that the Wild West show “featured a romantic frontier hero as its star attraction, and for all its dubious male swagger, it was missing much of the luminal sexual content of circuses, burlesque, and other traveling amusements … By 1884 the show … was billing its attractions as educational and suitable for children … Buffalo Bill stood for family preservation, making the Wild West show an outpost of family entertainment in a wilderness of decadent urban amusements” (241).

Sharpshooters like Oakley drew a new crowd who were drawn to “the almost magnetic tension between the explosive destruction of the gun and the controlling hand of the shooter … Mastery of guns suggested the precise deliverance of death; it implied flawless justice, and the ultimate harnessing of nature to human ends. But it also had obvious, though unspoken, sexual connotations” (Warren 2005, 242). Oakley “came on like an ingénue, tripping along and blowing kisses. Fellows and Freeman noted the way she set audiences at ease, preparing them for the continual firing that followed” (This Way to the Big Show, as cited in Rosa and May 1989, 81). When Oakley joined, it was the “season that finally established the shape of the Wild West, which, despite later additions, remained virtually the same until the end and influenced all other shows” (Rosa and May 1989, 83).

Warren (2005) describes Oakley as a “small, girlish—even virginal—woman” who subverted typical gender roles and that “Oakley might have been seen as a revolutionary who challenged and resisted the burdens of her sex, earning a salary by mastering the quintessential male technology of her day while her husband-manager took a subordinate role. But the combination of her targets—the cigarettes, money, and cards in his hands—created a symbolic male profligacy which she restrained with her firearm” (247–48). Oakley clearly brought a new presence to Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show, and as a realistic depiction of American western life, the cast and crew brought that ideal across the pond to England on March 31, 1887. The show was not an easy one to travel overseas with, especially with almost 200 horses, 18 buffalo, and mules, elk, Texas steers, donkeys, and deer, with several of the animals dying on the journey and being cast into the ocean. Arriving in England during the American Exhibition and Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee to celebrate her 50 years on the throne, the Wild West show was greatly anticipated. In fact, on a recommendation from the Prince of Wales, Queen Victoria ordered a special showing for herself. As Cody himself documented, “[a]s the standard bearer waved the proud emblem above his head, Her Majesty rose from her seat and bowed deeply and impressively toward the banner … For the first time in history, since the Declaration of Independence, a sovereign of Great Britain had saluted the star spangled banner, and that banner was carried by a member of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West” (as cited in Warren 2005, 283–84).

Many historians agree that “Buffalo Bill was the first showman in over a quarter century to lure the grieving [queen] from out of her sad palace and into the bright light of the arena, where she bowed to the Stars and Stripes and enjoyed an afternoon of rollicking entertainment. Cody, the warrior from the frontier West, had become the world’s most famous American” (Warren 2005, 285). Indeed, an estimated 28,000 people attended the Wild West show’s England opening, with upwards of 20,000 to 40,000 a day after that, showing that Buffalo Bill’s show was even popular with non-American audiences.

After that hearty first reception in London, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show toured several years in Europe. As Warren (2005) notes, “The importance of the Wild West show as a natural, or real, symbol of real American culture helps explain why Europe’s embrace of it became so important, and why Cody and his partners worked so hard to repeat the patronage of the British crown … The Wild West show’s tenure in Europe had a gigantic influence on European perceptions of America. But just as important, its European success changed the way Americans perceived the Wild West show, the meaning of frontier mythology, and their own history” (298). The show had its last London performance on October 31, 1887, and Annie Oakley left the show at the end of that season, only to return a few years later when it opened in Paris in 1889. Not surprisingly, the romantic figure of Buffalo Bill, and the show itself, drew many artists, including Frederic Remington and Charles Russell, who, inspired by the show, painted realistic advertising posters, which remained as popular art. In 1890, the show reached Naples as Pope Leo XIII celebrated the 12th anniversary of his coronation, again, meeting excited Romans, eager to see the cowboys and their horses.

After Wounded Knee and the Indian Wars, Nate Salsbury realized there might not be Indians available for subsequent shows and instead opened a new version of the Wild West show called “Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World,” putting an extra emphasis on horsemanship. This show opened in Germany in 1891 and worked at improving the efficiency of the German army. Joseph G. Rosa and Robin May note, “[t]he extreme professionalism of the Wild West’s management was studied by German officers, notebooks in hand, not least the swift ‘set up’ after rapid unloading from the show’s train” (1989, 154).

Anything but static, Buffalo Bill’s show constantly changed, adding new acts or bidding farewell to others. In the 1890s, it began adding sideshows with circus elements, such as Arabian acrobats or dancing elephants. In 1894, South American gauchos were added, and again, the show toured across the continent. In the years to follow, the Wild West show began displaying drill teams, which had become the popular act. After Salsbury dropped out due to his ailing health, Cody found the show taxing for a man of his over 50 years and came down with typhoid fever in 1898.

After that, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show began suffering losses that eventually proved too great to allow it to continue. In 1902, Nate Salsbury died, and the show ultimately went bankrupt in 1913. After that, Cody took his show to the silver screen with a five-reel film, The Indian Wars (Day and Wharton 1914). According to Rosa and May (1989), “The era of the Wild West seemed curiously out of place in 1916” (209), and any subsequent shows Buffalo Bill tried to put on were not met with the same success as previous shows. On January 10, 1917, Cody died, and although several attempts at reviving the old shows have been made, sadly, the Wild West seemed to have died along with him. However, the contributions made by both Buffalo Bill and William Cody will forever be a cherished part of American history.

Lucy Mrvichin
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COLE, NAT KING (1919–1965)

At birth, Nat King Cole wasn’t envisioned as one of the pioneers to bridge jazz music with modern pop music, and certainly wasn’t expected to change America’s perception of African American entertainers. Yet Cole is largely responsible for the formidable transformation of American musical tastes—all while combating segregation practices that, as an African American, worked against him from ever accomplishing such a feat. Born the youngest child to Edward and Perlina Coles, a poor couple from Montgomery, Alabama, on Saint Patrick’s Day in 1919, Cole’s early life was set in poverty under the burden of a strict father who dreamed of becoming a Baptist minister. Edward Coles would uproot his wife and five children and move to Chicago, part of the great African American migration from the American South that occurred in the early twentieth century, where he would found his church and realize his own dreams. That dream of founding a church in Chicago was viewed as providential by Edward Coles. Yet the true providence might well reside in his son’s arrival at a jazz capital just as the musical style flourished.

The Coles demanded their children learn how to play piano on a small upright in their Chicago apartment living room. The radio, now flourishing as a popular medium for entertainment, was always prevalent as well, and young Nathaniel—naturally gifted at hearing melodies and mimicking them—quickly mirrored the jazz music he heard. Under the influence of a rebellious older brother, Eddie—who would sneak out to jazz clubs as a teenager and play his own brand of piano—Nat Coles found himself introduced to musical performances that would start a lifetime love affair.
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Nat King Cole, 1947. (Library of Congress)

In 1930, young Nathaniel Coles shortened his name to Nat Cole, dropping the “s” so as to sound more marketable, and started a band with Eddie. A few years later, at the age of 17, Nat Cole created a jazz trio at the request of a nightclub, which had heard Cole’s piano playing and thought a jazz trio would do well for a long booking. Cole and his trio—Oscar Moore on guitar and Wesley Prince (and later Johnny Miller) on bass—largely focused on instrumental jazz, with occasional vocals interspersed as a means to change tempos of a performance. Yet the trio was also revolutionary in its structure, forgoing the long-held standard of a drummer for a guitarist, creating a setup that freed jazz musicians from the limits of creation and imagination. Early transcriptions (recordings made just for the radio) of Cole’s newly shaped trio were built off this backbone of what could be called straight jazz, with Cole taking lead on piano. Indeed, over the 1930s, he developed a following in and outside the music industry as a stellar piano player—and for piano playing alone—to such an extent that his singing capabilities were largely secondary, if not altogether forgotten.

Yet popular musical tastes change. In the 1930s, jazz was the dominant American popular music. But with the onset of the 1940s, popular music tastes began to drift away from purely instrumental music, with a preference for vocal accompaniment becoming more commonplace. For jazz entertainers, the issue became a matter of whether to remain true to the origins of the genre—and, in turn, the emphasis on instrumental playing or singing in a scat style—or to rely more on vocalizations and, thus, appeal to the largest possible audience—an audience that, to now, largely had no one to follow. For most jazz entertainers, there was no debate. An adherence to the roots of jazz was all that mattered, popular opinions be damned. The inherent difficulty for Cole and his trio was that Cole, as occasional singer, never sang in a jazz scat style (Lees 2001, 215). For Cole, the divergence in his musical preferences runs parallel to the divergence in American music, and it is in Cole’s transition to an emphasis on singing in the 1940s that, in essence, becomes the very bridge that borders both the age of jazz and the advent of modern popular music.

In 1944, the King Cole Trio recorded “Straighten Up and Fly Right,” a short narrative fable of seeming silliness written by Cole from memory of old folk tales his father would share during sermons. It was the trio’s first major popular success, climbing through the Top 10 on many major pop charts. Moreover, it was a subtle critique by Cole of race relations in America, told through the guise of two animals—a buzzard and the monkey who goes along for a ride at the buzzard’s request. While the song is a light, face-paced, easygoing story, Cole nonetheless indirectly evokes the racial tension within the national consciousness while still largely avoiding any explicit opinion. Partly, this shows the influence of his minister father, a man whose strict parenting techniques demanded decorum and amiability from his children. This perceived character trait within Cole tended toward the creation of subtle, nuanced song lyrics that deftly touched on any major issues that could potentially evoke a backlash, not the least of which were racial. Lyrically, “Straighten Up and Fly Right” became one of the first instances of popular success by an African American entertainer in which racial issues are confronted, even if the lyrics are fable-esque, and the tenor loose and pleasant.

Popularly, “Straighten Up and Fly Right” brought more than record sales—it brought the attention of white musical entertainers, especially from the likes of Frank Sinatra. While similarly transitioning from a jazz-influenced background, Sinatra’s fame was largely founded in teenage girls who adored him for his good looks. This fame was so overwhelming that Sinatra became the host of his own radio show, on which he had Nat King Cole as a guest in 1944, creating a seminal moment in music history shown in comedic self-reflection. During this show’s episode, the two men perform a casual routine of idle conversation, but Sinatra makes it a point to emphasize Cole’s singing, heretofore largely forgotten in light of his piano mastery:



	Sinatra:
	 
	“What I’m trying to say is this, Nat Cole is a big man in the singing business.”



	     Cole:
	 
	“That ain’t what they say in the singing business.”



	Sinatra:
	 
	“What do they say in the singing business?”



	     Cole:
	 
	“They say Nat Cole ain’t got no business singing.” (Epstein 1999, 126)




While played for laughs, such sentiments quickly disappeared, overcome by a smooth baritone voice that made people forget Cole’s piano skills. Indeed, it is the voice—that voice, synonymous with Cole—that became the transitional tool for Cole, and American music, to bridge from jazz to pop.

Cole’s amiable spirit and friendly demeanor proved contagious, so that a humble radio appearance with Frank Sinatra easily allowed him to transcend the unspoken segregation often associated with jazz musicians and begin his transformation into pop icon. Songs that relied on his voice and not his piano skill suddenly came one after another, appealing to a broad swath of the American public, regardless of race. In 1945, the King Cole Trio’s first album, Volume No. 1, debuted at #1 on the first-ever Billboard chart, further cementing their transition from jazz. Through 1946, “Route 66” and “You Call It Madness” became the latest pop hits, and the King Cole Trio’s second album similarly hit #1 on the Billboard chart. Popularity snowballed quickly, to such an extent that NBC offered Cole and his trio a 13-week stint to sit in for host Bing Crosby and guest host the radio show Kraft Music Hall—an unheard of proposal at the time given Crosby’s immense popularity and Cole’s race. The year capped off with Cole’s rendition of the ubiquitous holiday classic “The Christmas Song,” which would be his first recording with a full orchestra, leaving his fellow trio members to play in the rhythm section. It would mark the beginning of the trio’s end, as well as signal Cole’s full immersion into pop music.

While album sales continued to flourish throughout the late 1940s and early 1950s (to such an extent that his record label, the once floundering Capitol Records, built its iconic headquarters in Los Angeles and nicknamed it “The House That Nat Built”), Cole’s popularity wasn’t limited to record stores alone. In the late 1940s, he developed his own radio show on NBC, building off the previous success of his 13-week sit-in for Bing Crosby—a quarter-hour show every Saturday night at 5:45 p.m. that lasted for a year and a half. In an era when endorsements and sponsorships could be difficult to obtain for even the most established white stars, Cole managed to have his radio show financially backed by the Wildroot Cream Oil Company, defying the popular convention in the entertainment industry that African American personalities couldn’t attract corporate sponsorship (Epstein 1999, 148). And Cole’s burgeoning popularity was incentive for famous stars—black and white—to appear, from Mel Tormé to Duke Ellington, Sarah Vaughan to Peggy Lee. In a matter of a couple of years, Cole had defied the cultural bias against jazz musicians, becoming a broadly accepted pop icon viewed as an arbiter of taste as concerned other musical acts.

But fame and popularity at that time didn’t lead to equality for Cole, or for many African Americans. Early in his career, he often reserved rooms in run-down motels on the outskirts of major cities, the only places that allowed African Americans to stay. As popular acclaim steadily rose for Cole, the circumstances rarely changed. In 1947, he was paid $4,500 a week to play at the Thunderbird Hotel in Las Vegas, yet the very same hotel wouldn’t allow him—or the money they paid him—to reserve a room with its confines. In 1949, management at the Mayfair Hotel in Pittsburgh also refused a room, instead offering Cole and his wife a foldout couch in a conference room. This injustice brought a $25,000 lawsuit by Cole. Rarely had an African American made a public display at what had largely been an accepted, racist practice. While the case was settled with a public apology by the hotel, the media attention spread across the country, bringing notice to a little-reported tradition that affected many African American entertainers.

This scene would replay itself a year later, when the Hotel Fort Armstrong in Rock Island, Illinois, refused reservations upon seeing that Cole and his company were black. Again, Cole filed a lawsuit, this time for $62,000. The case went to trial, where Cole took the stand testifying, according to a New York Times article published at the time, that he was treated by the hotel “like a little fly that might be in the way” (“Jury Weighs Cole Suit”). The end result would be no different, though. Public shame occurred for the hotel in the form of media accounts, while the jury deadlocked on what they considered a matter of two different opinions between Cole and the hotel. While legally Cole couldn’t claim victory, his actions shined a light on a form of institutional racism that had heretofore largely remained politely ignored by broad swaths of society, including the national media.

But racism was hardly just the provenance of hotels. The reach and scope of segregation throughout the American South in the 1950s permeated beyond the boundaries of school halls and bathrooms, beyond buses and trains. Many entertainment venues of all designs found themselves beholden to the same prejudiced mores that afflicted their communities. Concert halls, usually a haven from the distractions of the outside world, were nonetheless similarly cut in half by the racial divide demanded by segregationist practices. Such was the case in Birmingham, Alabama, in April 1956, when a tour of popular musical entertainers stopped for two back-to-back evening shows—one show for African Americans, one for whites—at the Municipal Auditorium. Included in the tour were popular white acts June Christy, the Four Freshmen, and the Ted Heath Band, along with headlining act Nat King Cole. For Cole, this would be a homecoming of sorts, having been born and spending the first handful of years of his life in Montgomery, before his family moved north to Chicago.

Yet a large segment of local white Alabamans neither looked fondly on Cole nor considered him a native son of the state. Kenneth Adams, leader of the local chapter of the White Citizens Council, railed against the perceived evils of black society, and no supposed evil was more damaging to Adams and his followers than the music created by black entertainers like Cole. According to Adams, music like Cole’s was a vast attempt to force “nigger culture” on southern white America. He was not alone in his racist sentiments. White supremacist organizations around Alabama concurred, including the head of the North Alabama Citizens Council, Ace Carter, who declared that “Negro music appeals to the base in man, brings out animalism and vulgarity” (Epstein 1999, 252). To Adams and other white supremacists, African American entertainers like Cole were to blame for an evolution in music, including the creation of rock and roll (“A Lesson for Nat Cole”).

For Adams, though, the fear in having Cole visit wasn’t simply having “Negro music” played, but in having an entirely white audience attend, enjoy, and even applaud the black Nat King Cole. Moreover, this concert would be the first time locally that white and black entertainers performed on the same stage. If the audiences were to be segregated, the stage would surely not. As a result, Adams gathered together a group of white men to undertake an audacious plan at the whites-only concert, which was also the first concert of the night. Adams and his conspirators devised a plan that was simple enough, if not thoroughly outlandish. They would buy tickets to the concert, sit idly by until Cole performed, storm the stage as Cole sang, and kidnap him.

The concert went on. Cole appeared on stage to applause and immediately sang a soft ballad jazz standard, “Autumn Leaves.” By the time he began his second song, Adams and his fellow rioters stormed the stage. Three rioters made it over the floodlights and onto the stage. One of them, Willis Vinson, was the first to leap on stage, and proceeded to knock over the microphone and Cole alike through a series of punches that largely missed their targets. Cole, who had been blinded to the impending attack by the floodlights shining on him, remained on the floor as Vinson continued his attack, clutching Cole’s leg and twisting it in an attempt to break it. Birmingham police—on hand because of those very same rumors of violence—stormed the stage and attacked the rioters. Before the riot had any chance to develop beyond a brief flurry of chaos, police apprehended five men and immediately quelled the violence. Searching the cars of the assailants, police found nightsticks, brass knuckles, and multiple rifles, all presumably to be used on Cole after he was to be kidnapped (“6 Arrested”).

Beyond a swollen lip, Cole’s injuries were largely psychological. As he told reporters, “I’m just befuddled. I suppose I am just a little amazed.” For Cole, the confusion set in almost immediately. According to an account in an April 11th edition of the New York Times, he told the white Birmingham audience, “I just came here to entertain you. That was what I thought you wanted. I was born here in Alabama” (“Alabamans Attack”). A few days later, in Chicago, Cole told a group of reporters, “I was a guinea pig for some hoodlums who thought they could hurt me and frighten me and keep other Negro entertainers from performing in the South. But what they did has backfired on them, because thousands of white people in the audience could see how terrible it is for an innocent man to be subjected to such barbaric treatment.” Later, despite claiming that his pride was hurt, Cole felt the attack could do more good than harm, telling a reporter, “I’m glad it happened to me. It brought something new to light … It needed to happen to someone like me—an internationally known star, not a (local) politician” (Daniels 1956).

Cole came out of the attack with a renewed sense of purpose. Six months after the assault, he set his sights on breaking the unspoken racial barrier on television, telling Ebony magazine, “No Negro has a TV show. I’m breaking that down” (Epstein 1999, 263). NBC, which had originally signed Cole to a guest-hosting experience in place of Bing Crosby on the radio years earlier, offered Cole the chance at becoming the first African American to host his own television show. It was a chance he wouldn’t pass up, despite the disadvantages immediately set before him. In an interview with the New York Times the day before his show debuted, Cole shared his thoughts. “I’ve been waging a personal campaign … I hit a few snags here and there, but I didn’t give up the fight. It could be a turning point so that Negroes may be featured regularly on television” (Shanley 1956). Those snags would be fairly significant though, as no national sponsor could be found. Unlike with radio, television held a firm, unspoken rule of segregation. It was out of the question to national advertisers for African Americans to be more than guests on a television show, as they largely feared offending the American South. Yet, despite the lack of financial capital flowing in, NBC stuck beside Cole, “sustaining” it despite the lack of a sponsor. The show was a ratings hit.

Ratings success led to better time slots and a longer show. Yet, by 1957, still no major sponsor existed, leading to Cole famously remarking, “Madison Avenue is afraid of the dark” (Epstein 1999, 276). NBC managed to cobble together a quilt pattern of sponsors from local markets in order to bring in some revenues, but the network continually lost money. Rumors spread throughout the network that executives were thinking of canceling the show. Before the decision was made by NBC brass, Cole made the decision for them. Despite successful ratings as the first African American to host his own show, he realized the forces working against him. By late November, 1957, Cole canceled his own show. Talking to the New York Times, he felt despondent. “I think the reaction will be that there won’t be shows starring Negroes for awhile” (Godbout 1957).

Despite breaking down racial barriers and enduring setbacks, Cole’s popularity continued. While musical tastes changed in the late 1950s and early 1960s to youth-oriented acts, he remained relevant while changing his sound. “Ramblin’ Rose” and “Send for Me” were successful attempts at country music and rock and roll. And released the month before his death from lung cancer, “L-O-V-E” became a seminal record of pop romance music. Indeed, only death seemed to stop Cole from taking down additional barriers in the entertainment industry, if any still existed for a man who had accomplished so much. Nat King Cole provoked change. Fame in the singing business made him a wealthy man, much wealthier than the child born 45 years earlier to poverty-stricken parents. But the singing business changed because Cole dared to change himself. He changed American musical styles as thoroughly as he changed American perceptions. He changed barriers as deftly as he changed entertainment mediums. At the time of his February 15, 1965, death, no one could say Nat King Cole had no business singing—if only because he was so responsible for ushering in the new American singing business.

Patrick Cuff
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COSBY, BILL (1937–)

During the 1980s, instructional technology was changing rapidly, having a profound impact not only on the classroom, but also on American entertainment. There was a greater understanding of, as well as a vision for, these technologies; computer games and television programming could entertain and be powerful learning tools. While there previously had been some examples of “edutainment”—entertainment designed to amuse and educate—the 1970s and 1980s saw an explosion of this genre. American comedian, actor, educator, activist, and writer Bill Cosby was a visionary in this genre. The decade of my youth saw his vision firsthand, and while I can’t speak for others, I can say that Cosby’s work certainly shaped my perception of learning as a young child.

I watched reruns of The Electric Company. One of my favorite Saturday morning cartoons was The New Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids. I watched Picture Pages on Nickelodeon, wishing my mother had bought me the workbook, so I could do the reading and arithmetic activities featured on the show along with Bill. The common denominator of these shows was Cosby, a funny man who believed immensely in the importance of education. While his work in the entertainment industry spans over five decades, I argue that his greatest legacy is the impact he had on children via his work in children’s television and in the 1970s and 1980s. Because of this impact and a host of other accomplishments, Bill Cosby is one of the most influential people in American entertainment.

[image: image]

Bill Cosby, 1996. (AP Photo)

William “Bill” Cosby Jr. was born in 1937 to working-class parents in a poor neighborhood in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. His mother, Anna, worked as a maid, and his father, William, was enlisted in the U.S. Navy. His experiences growing up would serve as inspiration for his long career in the entertainment industry. He attended elementary school with his pals Fat Albert, Old Weird Harold, and Dumb Donald—characters that would later help define Cosby’s career and delight children across the country in his show Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids (“Bill Cosby: Explore the Arts” 2012). Cosby’s mother was said to be one of his earliest supporters, encouraging him at a very young age to share his everyday observations. In addition, she encouraged him to try out his material on her, to practice his comedic routines and let her serve as his audience (“Bill Cosby: Explore the Arts” 2012).

Although he would eventually go on to earn his doctorate in education and be lauded for his work in children’s educational television programming, Cosby’s road to success in the school system was far from a smooth one. He dropped out of high school in 1956 and joined the U.S. Navy. Eventually, he received a high school equivalency diploma by taking a correspondence course. Upon receiving his diploma and leaving the service in 1960, he enrolled at Temple University on an athletic scholarship to study psychology (Gates Jr. and West 2000, 317).

Cosby, however, took a break from his schooling once more. He left Temple without completing his undergraduate degree to pursue a career in comedy. His stand-up act focused on thoughtful observations, mostly of his childhood in Philadelphia—a topic that would inspire him throughout his career. His act was always a clean one, and unlike some of his peers at the time, he never directed it toward the risqué or vulgar. He was also one of the first African American comedians that focused on the foibles of the human condition instead of race and ethnicity (Gates Jr. and West 2000, 317). Cosby believed that joking about the differences between races would make it impossible for those races to come together, which is why he chose to focus on universal experiences instead (“Bill Cosby: Explore the Arts” 2012). After performing his act in bars and clubs, he was discovered by another legend of American comedy, Carl Reiner, and went on to make appearances on several well-known variety shows including The Tonight Show and The Dean Martin Comedy Hour (“Bill Cosby” 2012). Cosby earned high praise for his comedy, and between 1963 and 1970 he won seven Grammy Awards for his comedy albums. He would go on to sell more records than any other comedian (Gates Jr. and West 2000, 317). My husband, nearly 50 years after the first record was released, still has it in his personal collection. This is not unusual; Cosby’s records have remained popular well after their release date and still can be found in many public libraries.

In 1965, Cosby signed on to be the first African American costar in a dramatic series. His work in I, Spy earned him three Emmy awards and acclaim across the country. It has been said that his I, Spy character, Alexander Scott, challenged racial stereotypes of the time; Scott was intelligent, thoughtful, and charming (Gates Jr. and West 2000, 318). When I asked my mother about the character, she echoed that sentiment; he was smart, she said, a joy to watch. His character was unlike any other African American on television at that time.

In retrospect, Scott was just one of many characters Cosby would play in his career that would challenge stereotypes of African Americans and, more specifically, African American men. In fact, he went on to create and star in a sitcom that Coretta Scott King, widow of civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr., called “the most positive portrayal of black family life that has ever been broadcast” (“Bill Cosby: Explore the Arts” 2012). Cosby starred in I, Spy from 1965 to 1968 and reprised the role for I, Spy Returns, a movie released in 1994 (“Bill Cosby” 2012).

In the early 1970s, after the cancelation of a sitcom, The Bill Cosby Show, and a variety show, The New Bill Cosby Show, Cosby segued into a much different genre, one that would later help define his long career in Hollywood: children’s television. In 1971, he began guest starring in episodes of The Electric Company, a variety show that taught children how to read and write through sketch comedy, song, and cartoons. The Electric Company ran for seven seasons and starred many other American entertainment legends—Mel Brooks, Morgan Freeman, and Rita Moreno, among others. Given his later work, it seems appropriate that Cosby’s foray into children’s programming was on such a popular, critically acclaimed show as The Electric Company (“Bill Cosby” 2012).

Around the same time, Cosby introduced his latest endeavor; the first episode of Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids aired on September 20, 1972, on CBS. The cartoon followed a group of childhood friends based on Cosby’s own childhood friends; throughout the show, the children learned life lessons on the streets of Philadelphia. The show was meant, from day one, to entertain and educate. Cosby, as writer and host, warns in the opening song: “If you’re not careful you may/learn something before it’s done” (“Fat Albert” 2004). During this period, he also enrolled in graduate school, and admittedly, much of what he learned in school about child rearing and educational practices was showcased in Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids (Gates Jr. and West 2000, 318).

In 1979, The New Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids aired. Cosby wrote his dissertation on how his cartoons, such as this one, could be used in the classroom to enhance learning. I have vivid memories watching the gang and their adventures; in fact, it was one of my favorite cartoons. I was not conscious at the time of the lessons I was learning, but in retrospect, as I watch reruns as an adult, I can say they were many. Because of the show’s popularity, Cosby also produced several Fat Albert specials—including Halloween and Christmas ones.

One of my personal favorites as a child was Cosby’s Picture Pages segments. Picture Pages was not his brainchild; the segment got its start on Captain Kangaroo. In the 1980s, however, Cosby took over Picture Pages, which aired on Nickelodeon after the cancellation of Captain Kangaroo. Each segment lasted approximately 10–15 minutes and was a learning activity that children could complete with Cosby if they had the workbook. Otherwise, they could watch him complete the activity with his magic pen, Mortimer Ichabod Marker (“Bill Cosby’s Picture Pages” 2012). Even though I never had a Picture Pages workbook, I enjoyed watching Cosby immensely. He was funny, and the lessons were exciting.

In the early to mid-’80s, Cosby shifted his focus and energy towards creating a half-hour family sitcom. In 1984, The Cosby Show aired on NBC. The show featured the first affluent African American family in prime time since the Jeffersons. On the show, Cosby was an obstetrician/gynecologist, and his wife Clair, played by Phylicia Rashad, was a lawyer. Together, they raised five children in New York City. Like Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids, there were life lessons embedded within the plot of the show, and children like myself who enjoyed watching Cosby on The Electric Company and Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids, were able to “graduate” to a more adult show that we could watch with our older siblings and parents. Even though the show appealed to all ages, it still was an educational one. In its eight-season run, the Cosby children learned valuable life lessons on learning disorders such as dyslexia. They learned about the importance of getting a college education and the dangers of underage drinking. And, perhaps the most prominent lesson throughout the show’s entire run, the lesson the Cosby children learned again and again, was why they should respect their parents and family members. The family-friendly messages must have resonated with viewers because The Cosby Show was immensely popular during its eight-season run, and it also enjoyed popularity in syndication. Remarkably, The Cosby Show was the #1–rated television show from 1984 through the 1990s (Real 2003, 228).

Not only was the show popular with the masses, many critics praised the show as well, particularly how it challenged African American stereotypes found in other television shows and other forms of the media. Real argues that The Cosby Show “shifts the connotation of black decisively” (2005, 238). The sitcom showcased an African American family in a way never seen before; at its core, The Cosby Show
centered on a strong father figure with a strong nuclear family and affirmed the value of education (Real 2005, 237). The show regularly featured underappreciated African American actors and musicians and showcased African American art on the walls and music in the background (Gates Jr. and West 2000, 319). For its attention to detail, it received high acclaim from many, including Coretta Scott King. The Cosby Show would also produce a spin-off, A Different World. The show followed one of the Cosby children, played by Lisa Bonet, to college. While not as popular as The Cosby Show, A Different World also enjoyed success and had a six-season run.

Growing up in a small town in the Midwest, I had little to no interactions with African American families. What I learned about African Americans was limited to history class and television, and The Cosby Show gave me a much different perspective than I got from other African Americans on television: The Jeffersons, Sanford and Son, etc. As Real argues, The Cosby Show, “recodes black ethnicity around the father figure and the strong nuclear family, and affirmation of the value of education, a sense of affluence and fiscal responsibility, and a population that is multigenerational and multiracial” (2005, 238). It was a completely different perspective and portrayal of African American family life, and one that was welcomed on television by many. In many ways, Cosby was once again teaching.

During this time, Cosby’s popularity continued to rise, and he served as spokesperson to several different iconic brands: Jell-O, Coca-Cola, Kodak, etc. I can’t think about Jell-O Pudding Pops and not think about Bill Cosby. Real calls Cosby one of the most credible pitchmen, arguing he scored the highest in history in audience appeal scores (2003, 228). Between the endorsements and the success of The Cosby Show, Cosby had the highest annual earnings in the United States of any entertainer in the mid-1980s (Real 2003, 228). Cosby would later make a reported $600 million when The Cosby Show was sold into syndication (Gates Jr. and West 2000, 319). While Cosby was known to have expensive taste—he reportedly, for example, has an extensive fine art collection—he has always been active in charity work. He has made several large charitable donations throughout his life. He has given money to the NAACP, the United Negro College Fund, and the National Sickle-Cell Foundation (Gates Jr. and West 2000, 319). He continues to be supportive of African American charities and is often a spokesperson for issues that affect the African American community.

During the first few seasons of The Cosby Show, Cosby also wrote his first book. Appropriately titled Fatherhood, it was published in 1986. In the book, he was first to admit that despite his education and raising five of his own children, he had no absolutes to offer: child rearing, he argues, is a “dark continent” where no one knows anything for certain (1986, 18). This did not stop consumers from buying the book, which became a bestseller and went on to sell 2.6 million hardcover copies (Real 2003, 28). In addition to Fatherhood, Cosby wrote several other books on child rearing, marriage, and his life. Most recently, he published his first book of humorous stories and anecdotes since Cosbyology in 2002. I Didn’t Ask to Be Born (But I Am Glad I Was) was released in 2011, and its sales are a testament to his ongoing popularity. Even at age 76, Cosby still has something to say about child rearing. In I Didn’t Ask to Be Born (But I Am Glad I Was), he has a chapter titled “Children Aren’t Your Friends.”

In the 1990s and 2000s, Cosby continued to work in television, appearing in sitcoms and continuing to produce children’s television programming. One of the more successful shows in the latter half of his career was Cosby. Cosby aired for the first time in 1998 and stared his former costar on The Cosby Show, Phylicia Rashad. In the show, Cosby played Hilton Lucas, a man who was forced to retire by his employer, and as a result, spend more time at home with his wife. Cosby ran for four years before being canceled (“Bill Cosby” 2012).

One of his more successful later children’s shows was Little Bill, which ran from 1999 to 2004 and was a cartoon about a five-year-old African American boy who lives with his parents, siblings, and great-grandmother. The show, like much of Cosby’s work, challenged social identities typically ascribed to people of color (Hurtado and Silva 2008, 24). Critics praised it for its celebration of multiculturalism.

This is not to say Cosby has always been without controversy and loved unequivocally by the media and the American people. Some in the African American community saw The Cosby Show as heavy-handed (Gates Jr. and West 2000, 319). Others believed it did not reflect a “typical” black family, that the Huxtables were simply a fairy tale that pandered to its audience. More recently, in 2004, Cosby came under fire for criticizing the parenting of some African American men. At that time, he also urged all African Americans to help empower themselves: go to school, learn Standard English and math, and graduate (“Tough Talk: Bill Cosby” 2004). Many, however, believed that Cosby was simplifying a wildly complex situation in regard to race. On a personal note, tragedy struck the real-life Cosby family in 1997 when his son Ennis, who was working on his doctorate in education, was murdered by a robber. Despite his outspoken nature and personal tragedies, however, Cosby has continued to enjoy success.

Indeed, this essay only scratches the surface of Cosby’s accomplishments. He has produced and starred in more sitcoms than I have mentioned here and has starred in some motion pictures as well. I couldn’t possibly list and describe all of his comedy albums and books. Perhaps that is why Real argues that Cosby personally, and his mythical television family collectively, are icons of super media. Real argues that through comedy, Cosby was able to recode black ethnicity (Real 2003, 228). I do not disagree; however, I would argue that Cosby, throughout his extensive work in children’s television, was also able to recode education.

Bill Cosby should be remembered as not only one of the most influential American entertainers, but also one of the most influential American educators. His contributions to children’s television are enormous: The Electric Company, Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids, and Little Bill, to name just a few. His work in graduate school examined how shows, like those listed above, can be used as instructional aids. For generations of children, Cosby was one of their teachers. In addition to his “traditional” children’s programming, youth and adults learned a lot from his family sitcoms, particularly The Cosby Show. The Cosby Show featured the first affluent African American family on television and depicted strong parental models for families of any race. As a writer, Cosby ensured that The Cosby Show children learned valuable life lessons every week—and invited his viewers—both young and old—to do so as well each week. It seems only appropriate that on Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Cornel West’s list of the 100 most influential African Americans of the twentieth century, Bill Cosby is nicknamed “the father.”

Melissa Vosen Callens
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CRONKITE, WALTER (1916–2009)

Walter Cronkite regularly visited more American living rooms than any other person in history. As managing editor of CBS Evening News from 1962 to 1981, Cronkite became the most well-known and trusted journalist in the country. He shared with Americans such historical moments as Neil Armstrong’s walk on the moon, JFK’s assassination, and the Watergate Affair. He helped bring together Egyptian President Anwar El-Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin in 1977, which was a crucial step toward the Israeli-Egyptian peace agreements. And he continues to inform contemporary notions of broadcast journalism excellence, lending his name to a host of journalism institutions and broadcast journalism awards today. Through his dedication to informing citizens about the events that mattered most to them, Cronkite helped shape television journalism’s professional standards at a pivotal time in the country’s history and pioneered the role of evening news anchor as we know it today.

[image: image]

Walter Cronkite, 1954. (AP Photo)

Before television became a prominent medium in the 1950s, news anchors as we now know them simply did not exist. The commentators and newscasters who announced current events on television were hardly household names. For the most part, they were obscure talking heads who held much less prestige than their radio counterparts. As late as 1945, the majority of Americans did not know what a television was, let alone view one regularly. Instead, they listened to radio for important news and information, and many Americans preferred the godlike voice of the invisible radio broadcaster to the all-too-human television personality. As one columnist wrote in the Saturday Evening Post, “fans who don’t tire of an announcer’s voice say that looking at the human face soon becomes unbearably boring” (Johnston 1946, 11). Though it may be difficult to envision today, television was a new and unpopular form of entertainment, hardly a key source for news and debate. Walter Cronkite helped change that.

Walter Leland Cronkite Jr. was born in St. Joseph, Missouri, on November 4, 1916, to a dentist, Walter Cronkite Sr. and his wife Helen. After Cronkite Sr. returned from World War I, his family moved to Kansas City, then settled in Houston, Texas, when Cronkite was 10 years old. In San Jacinto High School, where Fred Birney taught journalism courses part-time, Cronkite found an interest in the craft and became the sports editor for the Campus Cub. In 1935, he dropped out of the University of Texas to work full-time for the Houston Press, where he gained professional experience interviewing, fact-checking, and synthesizing news for diverse readers. The Press was last in circulation, causing editors to revert to sensationalism and yellow journalism at times in bids to win larger audiences. But Cronkite was eager to get the stories right. He soon left the Press to take a job announcing the news at KCMO radio in Kansas City. However, this position didn’t last long either as he butted heads with editors who sought to embellish events. Standing up for his professional ethics, despite his young age, quickly led to his termination. But such setbacks only reinforced Cronkite’s determination to find meaningful journalistic work. He joined the United Press (UP) wire service in the summer of 1937, where he would become a successful war correspondent between 1942 and 1945. He covered naval convoys after the Pearl Harbor attacks, accompanied fighter pilots on bombing missions, and even landed with the men on D-Day and the Battle of the Bulge.

After the war, Cronkite covered the Nuremberg trials for UP, reporting on the horrid activities that Nazi documents and testimony revealed when the dust settled. With a team of reporters, he followed the proceedings of war criminals and helped Americans back home understand the depth of the atrocities that had occurred in Europe. Before the trials were over, UP asked Cronkite to head the Moscow bureau of the wire service. He moved there with his wife Betsy in 1946 and got along well in the country considering the tensions between the Soviet Union and America at the time.

In 1946, their daughter Nancy was born. Seeking a more stable and well-paying position to support his growing family, Cronkite left to take a job with the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) in Washington, D.C. The radio company was expanding into the growing television industry and sought a news correspondent in the capitol. Cronkite didn’t even own a television before he took the position, working first for a group of affiliate stations before joining the main network. Though television was still in its infancy, it was becoming clear that this new device was not a passing phase. Americans were buying 100, 000 televisions per week. It was a new medium, and the line between entertainment and objective news reporting that newspapers had established long ago were unwritten. Both NBC and CBS held 15-minute evening news broadcasts, summarizing the day’s events in staged offices that, by today’s standards, looked quite amateurish.

When Cronkite entered the industry, his skills as a broadcast journalist quickly became apparent. He had a knack for reading the news with authority and charisma, and he contributed significant insights based on his experiences overseas. To audiences, he felt like a familiar personality, telling them what was happening in the world as if he was having a polite conversation over dinner. Cronkite was friendly, knowledgeable, and seemed to hold no biases. He read the news of the day, ad-libbing frequently based on the limited scripts available to him as he broadcast live. This was an especially distinctive feat considering he did it without the advanced technologies today’s broadcasters take for granted, such as teleprompters, earpieces, and interactive background maps. Executives soon flew Cronkite to New York to take part in the national news broadcast. There, he worked on both news and entertainment series such as Man of the Week, It’s News to Me, and the historical recreation experiment You Are There. Cronkite even cohosted the CBS Morning Show with a puppet named Charlemagne in the early 1950s.

During the first widely televised presidential debates in 1952, Cronkite oversaw the CBS correspondents on the ground covering the convention in Chicago. In doing so, he became the country’s first news anchor, securing the various reports from a central position in the newsroom and providing context and analysis that united the other journalists’ accounts of specific events. Cronkite gave audiences a central figure in whom they soon built trust and confidence, relying on him to deliver the day’s events in a comprehensive and friendly manner. He “anchored” the news with a professional demeanor and approachable personality that would later have Americans name him “The Most Trusted Man in America.” In 1962, he became the managing editor of the CBS Evening News, and, one year later, he helped initiate the first half-hour news broadcast on network television, kicking off the show on Labor Day with an intimate interview with President Kennedy.

Cronkite soon became the quintessential television news anchor—authoritative, trustworthy, and human. Throughout his career, he was the host of the most-watched evening news program in the country, earning a nightly viewership of 22 million Americans (whereas in 2013 CBS garnered less than 6 million viewers). “Uncle Walter” became the face many Americans saw at dinnertime, telling them the stories of the day and signing off with “and that’s the way it is” each night. As Conway points out, between 1944 and 1949, CBS news had at least 12 newscasters: Ned Calmer, Everett Holles, Allan Jackson, Stan Smith, Milo Boulton, Tom O’Connor, Bob McKee, James C. McMullin, Dwight Cooke, Bill Downs, Larry LeSueur, and Douglas Edwards (2007, 467). Cronkite alone held the seat for 19 years, indicating that CBS had finally found in him the personality it sought to embody its news division. By 1965, 96 percent of American households had televisions. Broadcast news was an important medium for communicating world events. And Walter Cronkite was front and center.

Cronkite’s collected demeanor was broken only a few times during his career as managing editor. Notably, on a Friday afternoon in November 1963, he was working at his desk when evening news editor Ed Bliss read him an urgent story from the wire. President Kennedy had been shot. “Let’s get on the air!” shouted Cronkite to his team. Interrupting an episode of As the World Turns, he presented a special news bulletin on CBS, murky with details, but indicating three shots had been fired at the President in Dallas, Texas. At that time, Kennedy’s condition was unknown. Later that day, news began to circulate, first speculative, then confirmed. The president was dead. It was Cronkite’s job to tell the American public the sad reality. Already speaking live on the air, he was slipped a sheet of paper. He put on his thick black-framed glasses, read the note quickly, and began to speak. “From Dallas, Texas, the flash—apparently official. President Kennedy died at 1 p.m. Central Standard Time.” He removed his glasses, bit his lip, and continued, looking at the clock in the office, “some thirty-eight minutes ago.” He became visibly disturbed. He paused, swallowed, teared up slightly as he played with his glasses, putting them on, speaking, taking them off again. “Vice President Johnson has left the hospital. Presumably, he will be taking the oath of office shortly.” In this way, Cronkite shared moments with most Americans that they will never forget. And it was his assured but vulnerable personality that viewers relied on to tell them what was happening in America without partisan rhetoric or populist sentimentality.

Cronkite was on a first-name basis with most Americans, and many baby boomers grew up relying on his matter-of-fact sensibilities not to sugarcoat world events. In 1965, he traveled to Saigon to observe the Vietnam War in action. At first, he was greeted like royalty by military officials. He flew in bomber jets and talked with heroic figures in the war, much like he had done in the 1940s. But it became apparent to him, as it had to certain other journalists, that the White House’s rosy picture was not accurate. Determined to tell the American people exactly what was going on, Cronkite oversaw a special on the Tet Offensive that let audiences know the truth, despite the possible repercussions from advertisers, divided political supporters, and government regulators. “There was no way that this war could be justified any longer—a war whose purpose had never been adequately explained to the American people, to a people whose conscience burned because of the terribly, the fatally unequal sacrifice of the troops and the home front,” he writes in A Reporter’s Life (Cronkite 1996, 257). He concluded his television report with an editorial: “To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the evidence, the optimists who have been wrong in the past. To suggest we are on the edge of defeat is to yield to unreasonable pessimism. To say that we are mired in stalemate seems the only realistic, yet unsatisfactory, conclusion.” Reports from the White House state that President Johnson turned off the television after the broadcast and said, “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost America.” The president soon announced that he would be leaving politics after the conclusion of his term. While Cronkite was just one man, he embodied the hopes and dreams of so many Americans that having him on your side literally meant having most of the country on your side as well and President Johnson knew it.

Cronkite, though ostensibly nonpartisan in his political reporting, was an unquestionably patriotic American. His coverage of space exploration in the 1960s leading up to the moon landing in July 1969 reflects some of his most unabashed excitement for the country’s endeavors. Cronkite watched, along with record numbers of Americans, the triumph of the space program that he had championed early on, telling Americans just how the rockets would propel the astronauts from the earth, how the spacesuits would protect them from the icy atmosphere of the moon, and how American engineering feats would allow them to return safely home. When Neil Armstrong and his team launched into space, he stayed on the air for days. He shouted “go, baby go!” as the Apollo XI space shuttle took off. And when the first man finally stepped foot on the moon, Cronkite’s excitement was like that of a young schoolboy. For a moment, he was speechless. He covered his mouth with his hands, wiped away tears, smiled, and finally announced, “Armstrong is on the moon. Neil Armstrong, 38-year-old American, standing on the surface of the moon!” While he was quick to challenge the country’s leaders when he felt the need—as he did with Johnson’s Vietnam war and, later, with Nixon’s Watergate Scandal—that day in July marked one of the most memorable moments of Cronkite’s optimism. In it, Americans found hope, joy, and confidence during an uncertain and trying time. Uncle Walter, again, became the face of that moment.

A few years later, Cronkite took notice of the work being done by two up-and-coming reporters at the Washington Post in 1972. Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein’s stories of political corruption and attempts to cover it up within the Nixon White House led Cronkite to produce a major report on CBS. Though he did not break the Watergate story, he was responsible for helping put it on the national agenda. “Watergate was a very definite threat to our democracy,” says Cronkite. “The seriousness was, obviously, that a presidential administration was going to illegal lengths to keep itself in power, which [meant] stealing an election” (Cronkite and Carleton 2010, 258). Facing the threat of government retaliation and advertisers pulling out, Cronkite was determined to bring the story, in all its tangled complexity, to the CBS Evening News. In the November before the election, he went on air to put things into perspective for his viewers. For the first time, he got up from his desk during the broadcast, emphasizing just how serious the story was. “We decided to make it a chalk talk,” Cronkite told Carleton. “That let me point out ‘this is John Ehrlichman, and this is how he is involved, and this is Bob Haldeman,’ and so on” (Cronkite and Carleton 2010, 257). On October, 26, 1973, Nixon held a press conference denouncing the press and saying the real villain was CBS and Walter Cronkite (James 1991). Less than a year later, Nixon resigned from office. Cronkite felt that justice had prevailed, and, although he was sad about the human tragedy of the event, he didn’t look back with regret for having reported it as vociferously as he did.

While Watergate was one of Cronkite’s most significant national stories, his most important international work came a few years later during a heated moment in the Middle East. In 1978, he helped bring Egyptian President Anwar El-Sadat to Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin in Israel, a trip that no Arab head of state had taken since Israel’s creation after World War II. Upon hearing Sadat say that he would one day visit Jerusalem, Cronkite arranged an interview to ask him literally what it would take for that to happen. The two discussed territories such as the Golan Heights and Sinai, which Egypt wanted back. But then Sadat surprised Cronkite—and all his viewers—by saying that, ultimately, he had no conditions to going to Jerusalem. In fact, he would go right now if he were asked. Cronkite quickly contacted Prime Minister Begin in Tel Aviv, who said he would welcome the visit. “I think he needs something more than that. He needs an invitation,” Cronkite replied. Begin responded, “Tell him he’s got an invitation.” The historic meeting between the President of Egypt and the Prime Minister of Israel occurred within a week. Cronkite was sitting beside President Sadat in the plane from Cairo to Tel Aviv when the Israeli air force flew up alongside the aircraft to escort them to the city. The meeting helped precipitate the Camp David Accords in 1978 and the 1979 Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty for which Sadat and Begin shared the Nobel Peace Prize. Again, Walter Cronkite was there telling people the way it was.

In 1981, Cronkite retired from his post at the CBS Evening News. He anchored his last program on March 6, where he passed the torch to fellow journalist Dan Rather. “I’m not even going away,” he told his audience that evening. “I’ll be back from time to time with special news reports and documentaries … Old anchormen, you see, don’t fade away; they just keep coming back for more.” For the rest of his life, Cronkite continued to produce documentaries, narrate special broadcasts, and author many books on American life. He traveled the world, frequently taking his sailboat out to enjoy the winds and open waters that he now had time to explore. On July 17, 2009, Cronkite passed away at the age of 92. President Obama called him “a voice of certainty in an uncertain world” and said that he was “family.”

Today, critics such as the Los Angeles Times’ David Shaw argue that “the day of the anchor as single ‘God-like’ voice is over” (2005, 31). Whether this realization is met with excitement or sorrow, it is hard to deny its truth. The news has changed significantly since Cronkite’s time, and if he were to set out for a career in journalism today, it is unlikely he would have the same success. Television is much more fragmented now, and the evening news holds much less authority for today’s viewers than it did in the mid- to late twentieth century. Through a perfect mix of talent and happenstance, Walter Cronkite changed American entertainment in that period as the first and foremost authority on world events. His legacy remains within Americans’ popular consciousness as books such as Kutscher’s Watching Walter Cronkite: Reflections on Growing Up in the 1950s and 1960s (2009) and Baym’s From Cronkite to Colbert: The Evolution of Broadcast News (2010) continue to reflect the impact of Cronkite and all that he embodied through his work. Uncle Walter was America’s trusted everyman, informing the country each night over supper of what they needed to know. Whether it was problems with international policy, government corruption, or life-changing technological developments, Cronkite was there to tell Americans the way it was.

Chris Richardson
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DEGENERES, ELLEN (1958–)

Comedy is a diverse form of entertainment, ranging from the cerebral to the goofy, encompassing everything from the sharpest satire to the most predictable knock-knock joke. Because comedy is, at its core, funny, it often gets dismissed as having less weight or less social import than drama. We see this in the frequent charge that comedies are shortchanged at the Oscars, for example. However, there is a long history of comedy that challenges us and pushes us to think in a different way about long-held ideas. When we think of such comedy in America, there are certain names that immediately come to mind, like Richard Pryor, Lenny Bruce, and George Carlin. A certain kind of frenetic energy characterizes these comedians, who drew freely from a deep lexicon of obscenities and whose work was often tinged with a challenging tone of anger.

Ellen DeGeneres’s style stands in stark contrast to these comedians. Hers is a much more mainstream approach, with generally clean language and genial presentation. Most of her material has tended to center on everyday inconveniences and ironies, like the fact that there are so many pickles in a jar and so few chips in a bag. On the surface, DeGeneres is not a challenging comedian at all. But if we look at the arc of her career, we begin to see a different story. When she came out as a lesbian in public and on her TV sitcom, Ellen (1994–1998), she significantly expanded the space gays and lesbians could occupy in media. She was not the first celebrity to come out, but the way she did it, with a parallel story unfolding on her show, was a radical decision that for a time engendered great controversy.

Her show was the first and remains one of the few television sitcoms to center around a gay character. The last season and a half of Ellen is largely unparalleled in its depiction of a lesbian character navigating the challenges and triumphs of coming out, positioning herself within the gay community, and ultimately finding love. In many ways Ellen was a groundbreaking show, a fact made all the more interesting by its rather formulaic beginnings. The same can be said for DeGeneres herself. Although her comedic style has many precedents, the way she has harnessed that accessible style in order to make herself acceptable and popular as a gay celebrity is quite original and has implications not only for how we as a society view gay and lesbian public figures, but also how we accept or exclude various minorities.

Born in Louisiana in 1958, January 26, Ellen DeGeneres spent much of her childhood in the New Orleans suburb of Metairie, the second child of Betty and Elliott DeGeneres. Like many children of the baby boom, Ellen watched a lot of television, and while as a child she wanted to grow up and work with animals, she also idolized many comedians she watched on TV, including Lucille Ball, Bob Newhart, Steve Martin, and Carol Burnett.
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Ellen DeGeneres, 2001. (AP Photo/Damian Dovarganes)

As Betty DeGeneres notes in her book Love, Ellen, on the surface everything was fine and normal for the DeGeneres family. Just below that surface, however, things were not so stable. Betty notes that she and Elliott had always had a troubled marriage, plagued by disputes about money, religion, and how many children to have. They also suffered a lack of intimacy exacerbated by the fact that for several years, Betty’s mother had lived with them. Even after she moved nearby, things never really changed for the better: “By the time we got our privacy, our habits of relating were deeply ingrained and it was hard for both of us to know where to begin to change them” (DeGeneres 1999, 87).

Things were tense in the DeGeneres household, and yet the family put a high priority on maintaining a veneer of normality. Humor was essential to avoiding simmering tensions in the house. Betty DeGeneres notes that the whole family laughed and joked a lot, but at the same time, she often resented her husband’s habit of constantly making light of a situation. Eventually, things reached a breaking point, and Betty and Elliott got a divorce. Ellen later remembered these years as being very difficult for her. She was dealing with the end of her parents’ marriage, as well as several moves and the regular challenges of being a teenager. Humor played a different role in this context than it had earlier. Unlike her father, Ellen did not use humor to evade serious situations. Instead, she used it to bridge gaps between herself and other people. Her sense of humor was a way for her to carve out a place for herself in new social situations. Most importantly, it built a strong bond between Ellen and her mother, and was her way of supporting and comforting Betty.

Ellen weathered a tempestuous adolescence, where she struggled to cope as her mother battled breast cancer and both her parents remarried. After a short time in college, she dropped out and looked around for a path in life. After working a series of odd jobs, she started doing comedy routines, first for friends and then in small local venues. In the early 1980s, she won a national contest run by Showtime and garnered both national prominence and the title of “Funniest Person in America.”

Her style combined impressions, a small amount of physical comedy, and a large dose of observational humor and wordplay. In one bit, she played piano, donned a teased wig, and impersonated a fictional country music singer, in a style reminiscent of the show business parody of Steve Martin. In another, which she performed on The Tonight Show, she called God to ask what purpose fleas serve. In that sketch, the combination of the extraordinary act of talking to God and the mundane reality of having to do it over the phone and finding out that God is just as tedious as a regular person drove the humor. Her performance was such a success that Johnny Carson invited her over to talk to him afterwards, which was the gold standard for comedians. Their conversation was brief but revealing; Carson expressed his fondness for her routine, calling it “very clever and very fresh.” He also expressed sympathy for the particular challenges DeGeneres faced as a female comedian, explaining that “it’s always tougher for a woman to do comedy … they’ll accept a little more aggression in men for some reason” (The Tonight Show, 11/28/1986).

Ellen’s comedy borrowed not only from the almost surreal goofiness of Carol Burnett and Steve Martin, but also from the nervous cadences and extended narrative format of Bob Newhart and Woody Allen. Like Allen and Newhart, she would often tell long, detailed stories that branched off into one-liners and amusing observations until ultimately ending on a note that tied the whole story together. She also fashioned a persona derived partly from theirs. She gravitated toward observational humor and wordplay partly because it suited her personality, but also because she wanted to avoid the kind of comedy based on recounting romantic experiences and the dating scene. Her character was an underdog, at various times a little simpleminded or a little socially anxious. She performed as herself most of the time, rather than relying on characters or impressions, but the self she crafted for her act was a highly stylized version.

Ultimately, this comedic persona was the character that her sitcom, Ellen, was built around. DeGeneres was only one of many stand-up comedians who launched sitcoms in the early 1990s; other major shows starring a stand-up comedian included Seinfeld, Roseanne, The Drew Carey Show, The Nanny, Mad About You, and Everybody Loves Raymond. Originally, Ellen was on the less innovative end of this spectrum. Whereas Seinfeld proved to be an ingenious parody of the sitcom form and Roseanne offered unparalleled realism, as well as fresh and biting commentary on sexism, politics, and class, Ellen was well executed and amusing but also deeply formulaic. The first few seasons revolved around mostly standard sitcom topics: wacky parents and friends, misadventures in dating, and various amusing irritations of daily life.

Ellen began to branch out during the fourth season, however. In September 1996, rumors began to circulate that DeGeneres wanted her character to come out on the show, which in turn spurred rumors about her own sexuality. The people behind the show grappled with whether it was the right decision to have Ellen Morgan become the first gay sitcom character in a starring role. Much of the fourth season reflects the ambivalence behind the scenes. The season contained numerous coy clues, such as one episode where Ellen literally comes out of a closet. DeGeneres also played coy in interviews; she repeatedly evaded the question of her sexuality by joking that she was coming out as “Lebanese” or, more awkwardly, that they were adding a male character named Les Bian to the show.

Despite the evasion, the fourth season of the show dealt with more substantial issues than the previous season had. Leaving sexuality aside, that season saw Ellen Morgan undergo many significant changes in her life, from selling her bookstore to buying a house to dealing with her parents’ separation. Many of these episodes saw Ellen’s character dealing with change and confronting assumptions she had long held about her life and herself.

Finally, DeGeneres stopped avoiding the question and instead answered it directly and frankly in a series of media appearances. Still, she tried to keep it light, as in the case of the now famous cover story in Time magazine entitled “Yep, I’m Gay.” She expanded on her coming out in a series of outlets, including an extensive interview with Diane Sawyer and another with Oprah Winfrey.

Her struggle to come to terms with her own sexuality, the long process of acceptance from her family, and how coming out would impact her show and her role as a public figure and entertainer were evident. On The Oprah Winfrey Show, DeGeneres told the story of how her father and her stepmother had insisted she move out after she came out to them because they feared her influence on her two younger stepsisters. She admitted that it had been painful, but at the same time told Oprah that “everything was fine, it was just, they didn’t want me living in the house with the two little girls” (The Oprah Winfrey Show, 4/30/1997). Similarly, in her interview with Diane Sawyer, DeGeneres struggled to find a compromise between pride and privacy. When asked for her views on gay marriage, she stated that she personally supported it, but also that “I don’t see myself campaigning for anything … I don’t want to be some political activist” (Primetime Live with Diane Sawyer, 4/25/1997).

Despite DeGeneres’s attempts to downplay the importance of the episode, or to cast it in strictly personal terms, the swarm of publicity surrounding the fourth season of Ellen ensured that it would become a major event in television history and possibly a turning point in American culture. The New York Times was ambivalent about the episode, and about the future of the show, claiming what “while Ellen’s coming out may be a minor landmark, it is a landmark nonetheless,” arguing that the show was simply “validating what mainstream society has already absorbed,” rather than changing hearts and minds. The author also expressed dissatisfaction with the quality of the show in general, adding rather flippantly that “the series may be making another equal-opportunity point: lesbian characters can lead lame sitcoms just as well or as badly as heterosexuals can” (“A Message That’s Diminished by the Buildup,” 4/13/1997).

After a long back and forth between the show’s creative team and the executives at ABC and Disney, “The Puppy Episode” finally aired on April 29, 1997. The episode was Ellen’s highest-rated ever, and the highest-rated show on ABC that year aside from the Oscars. It also garnered a great deal of critical acclaim, earning a GLAAD Award, an Emmy, and a Peabody Award.

Despite the mostly positive reviews from critics, the show and its star suffered an immediate backlash. There was the expected criticism from right-wing groups and influential conservatives like Jerry Falwell. But there was also criticism from within the show and within the gay community. After the initial ratings spike surrounding “The Puppy Episode,” Ellen’s ratings dropped precipitously. For the remainder of the series, the show ventured into truly unique territory, with plotlines about Ellen Morgan telling her friends and family and weathering their varied levels of acceptance. She also entered the gay dating scene, and several episodes centered on her attempts to negotiate this new frontier. Most significantly, during the fifth season Ellen meets and enters into a serious relationship with a woman, the first and last time the lead actress on a sitcom has done so. The relationship unfolded in a tender, funny, and realistic way, with attendant misunderstandings, fights, compromises, and physical intimacy.

It was this story line that drew much of the criticism. Numerous commentators, including GLAAD’s own Chastity Bono (who later claimed she had been misquoted), said that the show had become “so gay it’s excluding a large part of our society” (Variety, 3/8/1998). Ellen cast member Joely Fisher agreed, saying that “we got a little too much on the soap box at times,” and that the kisses between Ellen Morgan and her love interest, Laurie (Lisa Darr), had alienated viewers: “People were not ready for the visual” (New York Daily News, 6/9/1998).

DeGeneres addressed these criticisms in another interview with Diane Sawyer. When Sawyer noted that Ellen had originally said her show would not be political, and would not be about “showing two women kiss,” DeGeneres countered that by explaining, “I changed. I grew up. Because when I talked to you last year, I didn’t even realize the internal homophobia and the—the shame that I was still dealing with” (Primetime Live with Diane Sawyer, 5/6/1998). In the year following “The Puppy Episode,” Ellen DeGeneres had become more comfortable with her own sexuality and less ashamed of being demonstrative in public. As a lesbian, she had seen her show, in which her character dated and had a relationship, as dealing with universal themes. Much of the public had read the show as being about lesbian dating and a lesbian relationship. This key difference led to the show’s cancellation and a great deal of resistance toward Ellen’s on-screen and actual selves. The personal was political, and Ellen DeGeneres paid a heavy price for that.

For several years after Ellen ended, DeGeneres struggled to regain her footing and to regain her career. After a tempestuous end to her closely scrutinized relationship with Anne Heche, she found work in a few films. She attempted another sitcom, The Ellen Show, in which her character was gay but did not have a relationship with anyone. The show was well regarded by critics but failed to capture an audience and was canceled just a few months later, in January 2002.

DeGeneres’s career enjoyed a rebirth in 2003, when she voiced the character of Dory in Finding Nemo (Stanton). The film was enormously successful and helped revive Ellen’s popularity. She began her stint as a daytime talk show host later that year and since then has entered into her greatest period of success. Her show has won numerous daytime Emmy awards and enjoys consistently high ratings. Because of DeGeneres’s wide appeal, she has also become a sought-after spokesperson, appearing in ads for American Express, Cover Girl, and JC Penney, among others.

DeGeneres’s reemergence as a powerful media personality stands as one of the greatest comebacks in entertainment history. Yet this comeback has depended on her careful negotiation of what the public will and will not tolerate from a gay celebrity. On the one hand, she and her talk show exemplify the gains made since she came out on Ellen. She is legally married, and she regularly includes anecdotes about her wife, Portia, who also appears on the show fairly often. On the other hand, she has been successful because of her show’s wide appeal, and her show has wide appeal because it is starkly apolitical. DeGeneres champions causes on her show that are not controversial, such as healthy eating and adopting needy pets. As she explained to Entertainment Weekly in 2003, “It’s not my job to get into an argument with somebody about religion or politics or sexuality or anything. It is my job to make people laugh” (Entertainment Weekly, 9/12/2003).

Ellen DeGeneres opened up the discussion on what a television audience could accept and identify with. Her show was one of several that were pushing the envelope in depicting gay relationships in the 1990s (Roseanne, Spin City, Melrose Place, and Relativity often draw comparisons). However, DeGeneres put her career on the line in a way that none of these other shows could by coming out along with her character, and by having that become a permanent aspect of the show, while the others used gay supporting characters and subplots that were not expected to sustain audience interest for long. Most importantly, Ellen is still the only sitcom to feature a central, realistic lesbian relationship. In its sustained depiction of gay and lesbian characters, Ellen paved the way for Will and Grace and Modern Family, and is still unparalleled in its development of a lesbian character.

Ellen DeGeneres is truly a pioneer in blending styles of comedy, in introducing a principal lesbian character to a sitcom, and in being an enormously popular and influential gay celebrity to this day. She has developed her own style and a unique voice, and there have been many times since her coming out when people have cited her as inspiring them to take pride in their sexuality. However, her career is also a reminder that there is still much work to be done. There is much to celebrate in the fact that JC Penney, which once withdrew its sponsorship from her sitcom, now stands behind DeGeneres as their spokesperson against a small but vocal group of antigay activists. That people identify with her enough to make her a sought-after spokesperson for a variety of large companies is also a step forward. But if we compare the aftermath of her coming out with that of Rosie O’Donnell, who had a similar genial persona before she came out, we begin to see the limitations. O’Donnell, who is outspoken and unapologetic about gay issues, has had a much harder time regaining her footing. Can only straight celebrities like Lady Gaga and Cyndi Lauper be ardent activists for gay rights without compromising their careers? DeGeneres has received the best and worst of the public’s ambivalent attitude toward lesbians, at times being celebrated as a hero and at times being castigated as an agenda-pushing egotist. Her career exemplifies the compromises any entertainer belonging to a minority must confront, and serves as both a road map and a cautionary tale.

Katie Uva
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DEMILLE, CECIL B. (1881–1959)

Long before Steven Spielberg, George Lucas, and James Cameron, there was Cecil B. DeMille. The original celebrity filmmaker, DeMille directed and produced some 70 films during his 46-year tenure in Hollywood. One of the founders of Paramount Pictures, producing and directing the very first full-length feature made in Hollywood, four decades later he also gave that studio the biggest box-office hit in its storied history with his final film, The Ten Commandments (1956). Although regarded both today and during his lifetime as more of a master showman than an artist, DeMille’s influence on American entertainment far surpassed that of any of his more critically acclaimed contemporaries. The archetype of the all-powerful producer-director, the virtual inventor of blockbuster epics, and the ultimate Hollywood survivor, Cecil B. DeMille left an imprint on the motion picture industry worthy of his legendary name.

Cecil Blount de Mille (he later changed the spelling of his stage name from “de Mille” to “DeMille”) was born into a show business family on August 12, 1881. His father, Henry de Mille authored a string of financially successful plays whose lack of psychological depth was compensated for by a heavy mixture of melodrama and Victorian morality. His mother, Beatrice, managed the business side of her husband’s career and, after his premature death, opened a talent agency. Cecil’s older brother, William C. deMille (yet another slight variation on the family name) found success as a New York playwright. As a young man, Cecil worked largely in his brother’s shadow. He was limited to supporting roles in William’s plays while his own directorial efforts failed miserably. Had fate not intervened, Cecil B. DeMille might have been relegated to obscurity as the less talented sibling of a minor playwright. It did, however, in 1913 when DeMille collaborated with a musician named Jesse L. Lasky on a vaudeville show fittingly titled California. Soon afterward, DeMille was introduced to Lasky’s brother-in-law, Samuel Goldfish. By the time Goldfish changed his name to Samuel Goldwyn three years later, the company he had formed with DeMille, Lasky, and an arcade operator named Adolph Zukor had become one of the fastest-growing studios in Hollywood.
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Cecil B. DeMille, 1949. (AP Photo)

As with many emerging industries, the motion picture business began as a vast collection of small, independent companies, eventually consolidating into a handful of major players. So it was with the merger of the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company, in which DeMille was both partner and creative director, and Zukor’s Famous Players Film Company. When this combined entity, Famous Players-Lasky Corporation, acquired a start-up film distributor called Paramount Pictures Corporation, a giant was born. While Lasky, and later Zukor, guided the business side of filmmaking, it fell on DeMille to make the movies on whose success their mutual fortunes would rise or fall. His first decision would have a profound impact not only on the future Paramount, but on the history of the entire American motion picture industry as well. When DeMille and codirector Oscar Apfel headed west in 1913 to film their first venture, The Squaw Man, their planned location was Flagstaff, Arizona. Finding the town far less picturesque than he had imagined, they continued on to the end of the line, to the small town of Los Angeles. Ten days later, DeMille had leased a large barn in a neighborhood known as Hollywood. It was there that DeMille and Apfel would make what is widely considered to be the first feature film ever made in the city now synonymous with motion pictures. Today, The Squaw Man is remembered both as Hollywood’s first true feature and as one of its first major financial successes, earning nearly a quarter of a million dollars on an investment of less than $20,000 (Eyman 2010, 71–76). An adaptation of a popular and critically acclaimed play, The Squaw Man validated a belief shared by DeMille, Lasky, and Goldfish that motion pictures would be both far more respected and far more profitable if they could “escape the stigma of storefront nickelodeons” (Higashi 1994, 9) and appeal to a more affluent, middle-class audience. Just as with DeMille’s first film, the rapid succession of seven more critically and financially successful pictures that followed over the next year were all adaptations of well-known novels and plays, including William deMille’s The Warrens of Virginia. One of Hollywood’s first true marketing strategies might not have proven so effective, however, were it not for the man who both directed and produced the movies. In all, DeMille would continue in this successful partnership with Famous Players-Lasky (and subsequently Paramount) for a total of 48 features in less than a dozen years, spanning an astounding array of genres: westerns (The Squaw Man, both the original and a 1918 remake), historical pieces (a Joan of Arc story, Joan the Woman, in 1917), lavish dramas about the lives of the wealthy and powerful (Adam’s Rib 1923), gritty portraits of the working class (Kindling 1915), war movies (The Little American in 1917; starring Mary Pickford, it was the first movie about the country’s involvement in World War I), crime stories (Manslaughter 1922), light-hearted comedies (Chimmie Fadden 1915), and even a film adaptation of the opera Carmen (1915).

DeMille’s trademark as a director seems at odds with his eventual reputation as “the most conservative figure in Hollywood” (Brownlow 1992, 459). Remembered today mainly as the creator of religious epics, the C. B. DeMille of the silent era was widely acknowledged as the master of a sexually charged cinema whose heroines embodied the spirit of the liberated “new woman” of the Jazz Age (Higashi 1994, 87). Described by one observer as “the great modern concocter of the sex stew” (Ringgold and Bodeen 1969, 185), DeMille tempted his audiences with overt sensuality in such provocatively titled films as Old Wives for New (1918) and Why Change Your Wife (1920) before imposing an obligatorily moral end to the story. The most blatant example of this prurient strain in DeMille’s early pictures can be found, ironically, in his first great Biblical epic, the 1923 version of The Ten Commandments. No less ostentatious than his more famous 1956 remake, it has been described by one scholar as “virtually all sex and violence, shot with unsurpassed extravagance of décor and very little substance” (Kupsc 1989, 27). Capping his movies with an obligatory last-reel moral ending, DeMille offered Jazz Age audiences a steady diet of lust. Then, as now, sex sold. While these films unquestionably damaged DeMille’s legacy as an artist, they also made him the highest-paid and highest-profile director in the world. Such a status, however, did not sit well with the man in control of Paramount Studios, Adolph Zukor. Like his rival at MGM, Louis B. Mayer, Zukor was determined to run Paramount like a business. DeMille’s enormous success came part and parcel with an enormous ego, an enormous personal staff on the Paramount payroll, and increasingly enormous production costs. The breaking point would come with The Ten Commandments. Costing some $1.8 million, DeMille’s lusty Old Testament extravaganza ballooned to more than double its original budget. Zukor demanded that his prodigal director submit to a series of cost-cutting measures and tighter supervision over future productions. In a clear gesture of brinkmanship, Zukor punctuated his ultimatum by hiring DeMille’s only legitimate rival, D. W. Griffith, to direct three films for Paramount. While the big-screen struggle between Pharaoh and Moses was astounding audiences on its way to grossing in excess of $4 million, Zukor and DeMille were acting out their own version of the drama. By the end of 1924, even though The Ten Commandments had proven to be a huge box-office hit, the now-unchallenged king of Paramount had decided to let his star director go.

DeMille was hardly the only filmmaker to run afoul of Hollywood’s emerging corporate mind-set. From Erich von Stroheim to Buster Keaton, the rise of the studio system in the 1920s claimed many casualties among the pioneers of American cinema. However, if it had been Adolph Zukor’s intent, as DeMille later asserted, to “break” his star director (Eyman 2010, 210), the Paramount chief’s sense of satisfaction would be short-lived. By the same token, DeMille would soon discover that directing movies was one thing; paying for them was another. Although he had amassed a considerable fortune during his time with Paramount, he had no intention of shouldering the financial risk of a studio on his own. He found a suitable partner in condensed milk magnate and Borden Company cofounder Jeremiah Milbank, a devout Baptist whose interest in cinema centered on DeMille’s idea for a New Testament epic on the life of Jesus. Backed by the newly formed Producers Distributing Corporation (PDC), the man who had helped build Paramount now set about to create another studio empire. His return to the top would not take long. With a signature DeMille blend of pagan lust (including a manufactured love affair between Judas and Mary Magdalene), Christian hagiography, and a spectacular Technicolor Resurrection sequence, The King of Kings (1927) was a triumph with the moviegoing public, grossing nearly three times its $1.2 million production cost. One astute critic of the time summed up DeMille’s true genius, not as an artist, but as a filmmaker who understood the bottom line. Predicting that the movie would “gross more money than any other picture ever made,” Welford Beaton of the Film Spectator proclaimed that “DeMille has one of the best business minds in pictures and making King of Kings was the most brilliant stroke of his successful business career” (qtd. in Ringgold and Bodeen 1969, 255). However, despite the immense success of DeMille’s second religious blockbuster, the reality was that PDC lacked the distribution network and the big-name actors required to compete with the likes of Paramount, Warner Bros., MGM, and Fox. Nor was the fledgling studio prepared to deal with the financial implications of the unexpected technical revolution of talking pictures. When The Jazz Singer (1927) premiered six months after The King of Kings, it was the beginning of the end for silent films. DeMille, known for his ability to anticipate the moviegoing public’s taste, had been blindsided by talkies. Invited that same year to become one of the founding members of the new Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, the living legend was in danger of becoming irrelevant. But if he had not foreseen the advent of sound, DeMille clearly understood that Hollywood’s new economic realities did not favor the independent filmmaker. Leveraging what was still an astounding record of commercial success, in 1928 he struck a deal to produce and direct three films for MGM in exchange for a salary of $150,000 per picture and a guaranteed percentage of profits—a concession made to no other director of the time. Unfortunately, even as DeMille was making the transition to sound, his predictable formula of spectacle, sin, and salvation was losing favor with audiences. For example, Madame Satan (1930), the story of a respectable married woman-turned-vamp attempting to seduce her husband away from his mistress, ended with the protagonists falling from a flaming Zeppelin into the Central Park reservoir. The artistic and commercial disaster prompted the Los Angeles Times to deride DeMille as “the master of circusy exploit” (Ringgold and Bodeen 1969, 269). In desperation, he turned to the tried-and-true Squaw Man (1931), becoming the only director in motion picture history to remake the same film three times. But three times was not a charm, and in 1931 Mayer sent Irving Thalberg to tell DeMille that his contract would not be renewed. With Hollywood now feeling the full impact of the Great Depression, the 50-year-old silent film director’s legendary accomplishments held little currency against his recent string of box-office failures. For the second time in three years, C. B. DeMille was on the verge of irrelevance.

In 1923, DeMille’s first Old Testament epic, The Ten Commandments, had assured his place in motion picture history. In 1927, his New Testament saga, The King of Kings, had shown the world that a great director could still succeed outside of the studio system. So it seems natural that, when faced with the biggest crisis of his career, he once again turned to religion for an answer. The Sign of the Cross (1935), a story of Christian martyrs during the reign of Nero, also marked DeMille’s return to Paramount. Adolph Zukor, who had seen his studio hobbled by the nation’s economic woes, no doubt longed for the days when Cecil B. DeMille productions were proverbial money in the bank. Zukor was willing to offer his former enemy a one-picture deal, but under terms that the man who had directed The Ten Commandments would have never accepted. With a budget less than half that of his previous two religious epics, DeMille was obliged to commit more than $300,000 of his own money toward production cost overages. Relying on a tried-and-true formula that included saintly Christians being thrown to lions, Roman orgies in Nero’s palace, and Claudette Colbert in revealing gowns, DeMille scored the hit that both he and Paramount so desperately needed. One DeMille biographer has described The Sign of the Cross as “the classic good bad film” (Louvish 315); the mélange of lasciviousness and melodrama brought in $2.7 million. That success seems to have convinced him that in the rapidly changing world of motion pictures, his longevity as a producer-director might be best assured by sticking to the kinds of films he did best: epics. Of his last 15 movies, all but 2 were built around religion, history, or grand spectacle. Through the 1930s and 1940s, he would lead his audiences through a Hollywood-style history lesson from Ancient Egypt (Cleopatra 1934), to Medieval Europe (The Crusades 1935), to the west of Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane (The Plainsman 1937), to Jean Lafitte and the War of 1812 (The Buccaneer 1938), to the building of the transcontinental railroad (Union Pacific 1939), to the Pacific theatre in the Second World War (The Story of Dr. Wassel 1944), to Colonial America (The Unconquered 1947), and back to the Bible (Samson and Delilah 1949). Of this last film, whose $11.9 million gross made it the most successful non-children’s release since Gone with the Wind (Fleming 1939), one critic mused, “If ever there were a movie for DeMillions, here it is” (Ringgold and Bodeen 1969, 346). Another used the movie’s popularity as a pretext to comment on the enigmatic career of its successful, but perhaps aesthetically uninspired director: “It may be said of Cecil B. DeMille that … he has never taken a step backward. He has never managed to take a step forward, either, but somehow has managed to survive in a chancy industry where practically everybody is incessantly going up, down, or sideways, and ordinarily only the dead are absolutely still” (Ringgold and Bodeen 1969, 346).

If Cecil B. DeMille had managed to “survive” the upheavals of the thirties and forties, the fifties would see him attain new heights, even as Hollywood’s golden age was coming to an end. A significant part of this resilience had nothing to do with the films he produced and directed. Ever conscious of the value of celebrity, DeMille was one of the first directors to exploit the power of radio. From 1936 to 1945, he hosted the immensely popular Lux Radio Theater, which featured the likes of Clark Gable, Joan Crawford, and Bette Davis in adaptations of plays, novels, and movies. Reaching up to 40 million listeners each week with his salutation “Greetings from Hollywood,” DeMille became for American audiences the voice of the movie industry. Nor was it the only time he would put his name—and his face—in the public eye. In what is arguably the most famous film cameo ever made by a director, DeMille played himself opposite one of his former leading ladies, Gloria Swanson, in Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard (1950). The story of the aging silent film actress Norma Desmond, Sunset Boulevard is a film that explores the ephemeral nature of fame in motion pictures. Ironically, though, when Swanson’s character uttered the now-iconic words “Mr. DeMille, I’m ready for my close-up,” she ensured that for generations of cinephiles, the name Cecil B. DeMille would become a synonym for “great Hollywood director.”

Now not a mere survivor but a living legend, DeMille would still produce and direct two more films. One would earn him the official accolades he had long been denied; the other would become the biggest blockbuster of his career. The Greatest Show on Earth (1952)—which caused one commentator to quip that DeMille wanted “to do for Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey what he did for God and Moses in The Ten Commandments” (Ringgold and Bodeen 1969, 352)—showed that the Bible was not the filmmaker’s only fertile source for cinematic spectacle. With elephants, lions, acrobats, clowns, beautiful circus performers in revealing costumes (this time Betty Hutton and Cornel Wilde), and a heart-stopping train crash climax, it led all films that year with ticket sales of $14 million. Like Samson and Delilah before it, only Gone with the Wind had been a bigger dramatic hit. Even though The Greatest Show on Earth suffered the same artistic shortcomings of other DeMille features, it swept the Best Picture category at both the Golden Globes and the Oscars. Appropriately, the Academy honored DeMille with its Irving Thalberg Memorial Award for lifetime achievement. The Golden Globes went even farther by actually creating a “Cecil B. DeMille Award” for career work: the inaugural prize went to the man for whom it was named. With the septuagenarian then “at the height of his power and fame” (Louvish 2008, 407), one can speculate as to whether these laurels came with the assumption that the great industry pioneer was nearing the end of his career. In what, indeed, was to be his final film, the undisputed master of epic and spectacle would leave audiences with an epic more spectacular than any they had ever seen. Returning to the subject of his first great triumph and casting Charlton Heston, the young actor he had discovered for the ringmaster’s role in The Greatest Show on Earth, DeMille set about to remake his own adaptation of the Exodus story. Not content with merely building Pharaoh’s city as he had done in 1923, the film was shot on location in Egypt. With a price tag of $13 million, it was his most expensive production. It would also nearly cost DeMille his life when he suffered a heart attack while climbing a 100-foot ladder to oversee the scene of Moses leading the Israelites out of Egypt. In the end, the movie’s success would far exceed all expectations. With the grandeur of Imperial Egypt, the mysteries of the Bible, a lustful orgy of the Baal worship, and wondrous special effects, including the now-iconic parting of the Red Sea scene, The Ten Commandments grossed over $65 million. Adjusted for inflation, it has earned over $1 billion, ranking fifth on the all-time list ahead of such modern megahits as Spielberg’s Jaws (1975), Lucas’s The Empire Strikes Back (1980), Cameron’s Titanic (1997), Peter Jackson’s combined Lord of the Rings trilogy (2001, 2002, and 2003), and Mel Gibson’s own religious blockbuster The Passion of the Christ (2004). Like the baseball player hitting a home run in his final career at-bat, Cecil B. DeMille punctuated his 46-year, 70-film tenure as the King of American Cinema with a box-office grand slam. It might be said that his death two years later in 1959 spared him from the changing reality of a motion picture industry challenged from within by a new aesthetic and from without by the rise of television. Since DeMille’s death, little effort has been made to rehabilitate his much-maligned reputation as a director. But if one assesses his importance in terms of his influence on motion pictures—from making the first Hollywood feature, to cofounding one of its leading studios, to the virtual invention of the blockbuster—it is difficult to refute his significance. And when one considers the widely held truth of biographer Scott Eyman’s assertion that “no other filmmaker in history has had such a consistent knack for giving the public what it wanted before it knew what it wanted” (2010, 512), there can be no denying that Cecil B. DeMille, great artist or not, surely deserves inclusion among America’s most influential entertainment figures.

Eric Reinholtz
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DISNEY, WALT (1901–1965)

Walter Elias Disney, better known as simply Walt Disney (or by those who watched him in his television series, “Uncle Walt”), continually used his platform on the American stage to mold the image of himself as an American Dream realized. Though he was fond of tweaking the exact details of his journey from lower-middle-class Midwestern boy (he would have called himself poor) to entertainment icon, the truth is that Walt Disney didn’t have a real need to embellish—his story, in spite of the perceived imperfections he decided to clip or blow out in his numerous interviews, is one that continues to inspire and perplex entertainers around the world. More importantly, as Walt Disney worked at the construction of his own dream, along the way he contributed a multitude of ideas, inventions, and innovations that would forever change just about every aspect of the entertainment industry. What many people don’t realize is that many of Walt Disney’s accomplishments would not have been possible were it not for his partnership with his brother, Roy.

Walt Disney was born on December 5, 1901, in Chicago, Illinois. The man who created Mickey Mouse, Snow White, Disneyland, and an entire entertainment empire was the second-youngest child of his parents, Elias and Flora Disney. Walt was always a dreamer, always looking for a new opportunity or adventure. He wanted to serve his country in a heroic way. He wanted to become a famous actor or director. He always wanted to be bigger than his current circumstance. Most dreamers like Walt are not fortunate enough to have the financial intuition and business know-how to fund their dreams; luckily, Walt’s older brother, Roy O. Disney, was a rare business partner who often found ways to procure funding for his younger brother’s ideas. Roy believed in his brother Walt Disney’s high aspirations to become an animator in the early 1920s, so he became partners with Walt and supported almost every innovation Walt could dream up. From putting sound in cartoons to creating Walt Disney World in Florida, Walt was the creative genius and Roy was the financial wizard. Although Roy was very skeptical of many of Walt’s projects, Roy was almost always there to help his brother figure out the financial details. It was the combination of their talents that made the company a success throughout Walt Disney’s life. Because of the brothers’ careful crafting of the image and character of “Walt Disney” as a talent bigger than life, Roy’s name rarely appeared as much more than a “supporter” in most biographies of Walt Disney until in more recent accurate biographies by J. Michael Barrier (The Animated Man: A Life of Walt Disney) and Neal Gabler (Walt Disney: The Triumph of the American Imagination, the most exhaustively researched biography of Disney available). The fact that Roy assisted Walt in almost every business venture from 1923 to his death does not diminish Walt Disney’s unique genius; indeed, part of the latter’s real genius, as has been pointed out by those who worked very closely with him (including Roy), was his ability to put the talents of those around him to their best use. What would eventually become The Walt Disney Company, an entertainment empire with no equal, began as “The Disney Brothers Studio,” but Roy Disney insisted Walt become the “brand” for their business. It was one of the most savvy business moves of the Disney Brothers as it not only put Walt Disney in the spotlight, but it also set apart their company as more than a “collaboration of business partners” but as the vision of one individual, an individual with irresistible warmth and charm, a “brand” that elicited the good will and trust of viewers and consumers. Walt Disney was not a “business partner” but a “storyteller” who wasn’t “selling” a product, but “sharing” a vision, a dream, a story. “Walt Disney” was a character created by Roy and Walt.
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Walt Disney, 1958. (Library of Congress)

In the October 27, 1954, broadcast of the Disneyland television show (and many times afterward), Walt Disney said, “I hope no matter what we accomplish, no matter how big we get, we never lose sight of the fact that it all started with a mouse.” That mouse’s story began with a young Walt trying to make it in Hollywood as an animator. Walt, Roy, and a band of animator friends moved from Kansas City to Los Angeles with experimental reels of footage of a real-life girl interacting with hand-drawn cartoon animals. These would become the Alice Comedies and would allow the tiny Disney Brothers’ start-up enough notoriety to be hired out by a distributor, Universal Pictures. Universal asked for a unique character, and Walt Disney’s animators came up with Oswald the Lucky Rabbit. He was a plucky character sharing much of the same attitudes and motions as the popular Felix the Cat. Universal seemed pleased with Oswald and with Walt Disney’s company, so when it came time to renegotiate their contract, Disney naively walked into a typical business ambush: he would be offered less money for his Oswald short films, and, should he decide to back away from the deal, he would lose his creation, Oswald, but also the majority of his animators. The Walt Disney Company has often been scrutinized by the popular media for its unbending protection of its characters and properties; anyone familiar with this scene in Walt Disney’s early career can understand how the company’s stance on copyright developed. Walt Disney was determined to never lose another character in a business deal.

After losing almost everything on Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, Walt had to come up with a new character. With the help of the one artist who did not abandon him in the Universal deal, Ub Iwerks (who was also the animator who created Oswald), He created a mouse named Mortimer. Walt’s wife, Lillian, heard the name and immediately suggested “Mickey” instead. The name and, incidentally, the mouse, stuck. This is the story Walt was fond of sharing in interviews. The truth was that Disney and Iwerks worked as a team on the creation of Mickey Mouse, and the origin of his name was most likely a collaboration. Mickey Mouse would, of course, go on to become the most famous animated character ever created, but his fame was in large part due to Walt Disney’s willingness to spend money and take a risk.

Two films starring Mickey Mouse were completely finished—Plane Crazy (Disney and Iwerks 1928) and The Galloping Gaucho (Iwerks 1928)—but were set aside after Walt and Roy had trouble finding a distributor. Walt “needed a gimmick,” and he found one by investing in synchronized sound for his cartoons. At a considerable expense, Disney had the short Steamboat Willie (Iwerks 1928) synchronized. It was shown on November 18, 1928, and, thanks to the sound and the amusing and charming animation, it became a smash. The success of Steamboat Willie ensured a financial reprieve for Disney and his still-small animation company, and it set a standard that all animated films, in order to compete, would also have to incorporate sound. It would not be the last time Disney would set the standard for the animation industry. In 1932, Walt Disney invested in the colorization of his animated short Flowers and Trees (Gillett)—it was not the first color animated film, but it was the first in three-strip Technicolor and the most successful to that point, earning an Academy Award for animated short. Walt Disney earned a total of 32 Academy Awards in his lifetime—more than any artist, director, or producer since—and many times the awards were newly created for innovations he had made in filmmaking and distribution. One of his most famous Academy Awards was presented by Shirley Temple for Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (Cottrell and Hand 1937)—a custom-made Oscar composed of one full-sized statuette and seven miniatures.

Walt Disney’s Academy Award for Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was a hard-won victory after years of criticism for his continued push to reinvent animated films. Dissatisfied with Mickey Mouse and his very successful Silly Symphonies shorts taking second billing to often inferior motion pictures, Disney began to discuss with his animators the possibility of creating a full-length animated film. Given the present popularity of animated films and their dominance in the box office over the holiday and summer seasons, it’s hard to imagine how risky Disney’s suggestion was at the time. He was suggesting that Americans, still suffering under the aftermath of the Great Depression, would spend their money to see a “cartoon”—the “free” part of most movies, the equivalent to the trailers or advertisements we see before movies today. Animated shorts were also expensive to make, so blowing out the budget for a short to full-length film caused even Walt’s staunchest supporter, Roy, to question his project. However, Walt was convinced that the right story could sell, no matter the medium.

Building on the many innovations he had already made in animation—including synchronized sound, the use of Technicolor, developing a story using storyboards (an innovation used in almost all movie making to this day), and use of the new multiplane camera (a technique that made its debut in a short called The Old Mill [Jackson 1937], released the same year as Snow White)—the Disney Studios went to work on an interpretation of a German fairy tale about a mistreated princess, an evil queen, and seven dwarfs. The press dubbed the project “Walt Disney’s folly” because of the amount of money the Disney Studios was pouring into the film. In the end, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs cost a then-unheard-of $1.5 million, but made back a handsome profit in its initial release. It was the most successful film of 1937, earning over $8 million. The film made enough money for Disney to finally spread his wings and become a real powerhouse in Hollywood. One of his first investments with the profits from Snow White was building a state-of-the-art animation studio in Burbank, the same studio that houses much of the Walt Disney Company’s current roster of entertainment holdings, including Walt Disney Animation, ABC, Walt Disney Parks and Resorts, and the Disney Channel. The current façade of the building, constructed under the direction of then-CEO Michael Eisner, pays tribute to “Walt’s folly” with giant sculptures of the Seven Dwarfs—Doc, Bashful, Dopey, Sleepy, Sneezy, Happy, and Grumpy—holding up the roof.

As soon as Walt Disney saw that full-length animated films were not only possible but could yield a profit, he put his animators to work on a number of new films, among them, Pinocchio (Ferguson and Hee 1940), Bambi (Algar and Armstrong 1942), Fantasia (Stokowski and Taylor 1940), and Dumbo (Armstrong and Ferguson 1941). Not every animated film was a success after Snow White, but the characters of those films would prove to be much more profitable than some of the films themselves thanks to Roy Disney’s shepherding of “synergy” surrounding each new release. A new film meant a new onslaught of tie-in toys, books, and games. However, it was once again Walt Disney who would take advantage of a new medium in promoting his characters and his latest ideas: television.

On Christmas Day in 1950, the Walt Disney Studios made its first venture into television by airing the special One Hour in Wonderland. Walt used it as a vehicle for promoting his newest feature film Alice in Wonderland (Geronimi and Jackson 1951). Though the television special did little to make Alice a hit in theaters (the film was by almost all accounts a flop in its initial release), Walt Disney had realized the potential of having access to a television audience hungry for entertainment that stretched beyond sketch shows and retreads of radio hits. Walt Disney had begun vetting the idea of building an amusement park based on his films around Hollywood and among his friends; nobody showed much interest. As with Snow White, most people saw his idea as a sure failure. Television would offer him the means to realize his ambitions. Disney would make a deal with a television network—he would produce original programming if the television station would financially back his theme park. The only taker was the smallest and most desperate of the networks, ABC.

Walt Disney created the show Disneyland, which was mostly a platform for him to promote the building of his new theme park in Anaheim, California. Each episode began and ended with Walt himself introducing a new themed land or a planned attraction in the park. Interspersed, original programming was aired. Two of the most famous of these programs were The Mickey Mouse Club and the miniseries Davy Crockett, which turned names like Annette Funicello, Fess Parker, and Walt Disney himself into household names. The Walt Disney Studios was quickly expanding beyond animated shorts and animated films, and television was just another step in expanding the ever-increasing influence of Walt Disney’s brand in Hollywood—a brand that was quickly becoming the gold standard in quality family entertainment.

In general, most of the live films created under the direction of Walt Disney were not groundbreaking and were often “light” or “fluff” fare starring passable actors in wooden roles. The films that beat these trends were usually big gambles and expensive. His nature films like Seal Island (Algar 1948), earned critical acclaim and would live on in grade-school classrooms for generations. 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea (Fleischer 1954) proved that if he wanted Disney could create thrilling action movies, and Song of the South (Foster and Jackson 1946), though the subject of much later controversy, reintroduced audiences to the mix of live action and animation, something Disney had mostly stepped away from since his early Alice Comedies. However, Disney was not usually taken as a “serious” filmmaker by most critics, but his triumph (once again) over his doubters came with his 1964 release Mary Poppins (Stevenson). Based on the beloved stories of P. L. Travers and starring Broadway starlet Julie Andrews, the film was nominated for 13 Academy Awards and took home five, including Best Actress for Andrews.

While Disney grew the studio business, he also perfected a new type of entertainment industry, the theme park. There are quibbles over who opened the first “theme park,” but nobody can seriously contest Walt Disney’s model and approach. He saw the theme park as an extension of his cartoons, films, and television series, so he carefully crafted each section of the park in a way that would transport his guests into the familiar scenes of his earlier projects. Disneyland, which opened on July 17, 1955, was a phenomenal undertaking, once again stretching every last penny Disney, his supporters, and financial backers had to invest. Again, the investment paid off. Though the opening days were plagued by overcrowding and all manner of mishaps, the concept proved magnetic, drawing in tourists from all over the country and, very soon, all over the world. The park soon spawned plans for what would eventually become Walt Disney World in Orlando, Florida—the number one tourist destination in the world to this day—but Walt Disney would never see his Florida project built. He passed away December 15, 1966. On the CBS Evening News the evening of Disney’s death, commentator Eric Sevareid eulogized Disney with the famous words, “He was an original; not just an American original, but an original, period. He was a happy accident …” ending with simply, “People are saying we’ll never see his like again.”

Perhaps the best way to measure the success of Walt Disney is to track his continued influence on the entertainment industry past his untimely death. Mickey Mouse, Snow White, Pinocchio, Bambi, Dumbo, and hundreds of other characters created or adapted under the Walt Disney name continue to populate television shows, movies, video games, and Christmas wish lists around the world. The Disney version of fairy tales like Cinderella (Geronimi and Jackson 1950) and Sleeping Beauty (Geronimi 1959) have replaced the original versions in the zeitgeist (much to the chagrin of purists, academics, and critics). Disney theme parks span the globe from Tokyo Disneyland Resort to Disneyland Paris Resort to the under-construction Shanghai Disneyland. Though it has not been without its drama, turmoil, and down years, the Walt Disney Company is as strong a force as ever in film, animation, television, and merchandising.

The story of Walt Disney, American Dreamer, continues to dominate the imagination of entertainers, entrepreneurs, inventors, biographers, and other dreamers all over the world. The stories he shared, exaggerated as some of them might have been—of dreaming up Mickey Mouse; of wooing the love of his life, Lillian Bounds; of watching his daughters, Diane and Sharon, on a merry-go-round and plotting out Disneyland; of overcoming his impoverished childhood and setting out on his own—are all part of the carefully crafted tale told by a master storyteller. It hardly matters what has been exaggerated and what has not; the story of Walt Disney is one we want to be believe because we want to believe we, too, can be him; we, too, can see our dreams come true. His brand of goofy optimism is infectious and continues to draw people into movie theaters and into theme parks to walk beneath castles that play the tune, “When You Wish Upon a Star” and soar on the back of Dumbo.

Across from the original Disneyland, the much-maligned Disney California Adventure is undergoing a $1 billion refurbishment to infuse “more Walt” into a park that has been one of the biggest failures of Disney theme parks. The park—initially built on the cheap, lacking cohesive storytelling elements, and all but banishing Disney-created characters from its first attractions—serves as an illustration of the importance of Walt Disney’s continued influence on entertainment standards. The new entrance is called Buena Vista Street, and it pulls together nods to some of Walt Disney’s early successes including Oswald, the Alice Comedies, and The Three Little Pigs (Gillett 1933). The “theme” is Walt Disney’s own journey from almost-penniless animator to entertainment tycoon. At the end of the new entrance, standing as the Sleeping Beauty Castle of Disney California Adventure, is a replica of the Carthay Circle Theater where Walt Disney premiered his great “folly” Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Across from the theater are statues of a young Walt Disney and his pie-eyed “newest creation” Mickey Mouse, both looking determined to conquer this town. Walt Disney was fond of saying in interviews that he thought that everyone should have a good, hard fall at some point in their life. His namesake company had just such a fall in 1983 when corporate raiders threatened to break the company apart and again in the early 2000s when a nasty battle threatened, again, to throw the company into chaos. But cooler heads prevailed and new progeny in the line of Walt and Roy Disney—people like animation and storytelling wizard John Lasseter; Bob Iger and Tom Staggs, gifted and shrewd businessmen; and a man of comparable genius, Steve Jobs—continue the legacy of quality entertainment, smart investment, and engaging storytelling. When faced with a big ugly failure called Disney’s California Adventure, the new leadership quickly called for “more Walt.”

Entertainers and businessmen tempted to cut corners and give an audience less than the very best product possible would do well to add a bit “more Walt” in the beginning; it could save them a billion dollars.

J. D. Isip
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DYLAN, BOB (1941–)

Bob Dylan is one of the most influential musical figures in history, a paragon of both the folk music that he helped to further popularize (after deliberately modeling his voice and mannerisms after dying idol Woody Guthrie) and the rock music that he helped to revolutionize. He both cultivated and embodied political consciousness across the world, but particularly in America, where his so-called protest songs helped to rally support for the civil rights movement and became the banner for many antiwar protests. In some ways, Dylan embodied rebellion a little too fully, being booed and shunned by many of his hardcore folk fans when he both made the transition to electric music and formally bid goodbye to folk-based protest music. It is worthwhile to note that while Dylan may have gotten away from protest music, it never really got away from him, as he is still linked within the public consciousness to protest and rebellion.
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Bob Dylan, 1967. (Library of Congress)

While the musical contributions and achievements of Bob Dylan stretch over half a century, this has not dulled the keen edge of his influence over American life: a countercultural icon since the 1960s, Dylan’s influence can even be seen in the recent “Occupy Wall Street” movement, both in the general sense of questioning the corrupt status quo of the country and in the more specific sense that the Occupy movement provides momentum and voice to a growing generation of restless youth. It is little surprise, then, that in October 2011, NPR asked Los Angeles Times critic Anne Powers if the Occupy movement would find its own Bob Dylan—its own lyrical voice for rebellion against authority. While Powers answered negatively concerning the Occupy movement, the question itself helps to illustrate how firmly entrenched the iconic status of Dylan is within the American public consciousness: his name has become synonymous with rebellion, and while his own influence extended outwards from the boundaries of his lyrical genius and into the world of civil rights and antiwar protests, modern struggles against unchecked corporate power and rampaging capitalism seem incomplete without his voice to crystallize the uncertainty of modern times into an absolutely certain need for change.

In this sense, Dylan lives up to his own standards, impressively adapting himself to changing decades while retaining his public identity as both counterculture icon and cultural touchstone for young people. In recent history, it helps that many contemporary artists have helped to showcase Dylan’s classic songs to a new generation; to wit, due to his five decades of support for Amnesty International, in 2012 the organization released Chimes of Freedom: Songs of Bob Dylan Honoring 50 Years of Amnesty International, featuring covers of Dylan’s songs by a wide array of musicians that span ages and genres. This is one of his great strengths, and arguably one of the keys to his status as an influential musical figure: many of his most classic songs employ a kind of archetypal language in their lyrics, which in turn makes it easy for subsequent generations of music lovers to see their own passions reflected in Dylan’s words. “The Times, They Are A-Changin’ ” is a primary example of this: if read overly literally, the song might be considered out of time and out of touch, with America having taken many strides in civil rights since Dylan helped urge the first steps. However, the abstract nature of many of the lyrics gives them a surprisingly modern credence; invocations for “senators and congressmen” to not impede the march of progress, for instance, are still quite relevant in the struggle for modern equality, and the urging of fathers and mothers to both avoid criticizing the new world their children are creating and to accept that those children are now “beyond” their “command” helps provide a framework for the struggle between young and old that endures. In this sense, it is beneficial to Dylan and his legacy that he is so markedly linked with rebellion, for as long as rebellions endure (whether the aforementioned young versus old, citizens versus politicians—indeed, America versus itself), Dylan himself will endure.

Considering that Dylan rather famously shrugged off his identity as a folk singer and author of protest songs, modern music lovers might find it curious as to how exactly he is still considered synonymous with rebellion. The answer is surprisingly simple: when the label is “rebel,” then icons like Dylan, even as they rebel against their iconic status, also (consciously or unconsciously) reinforce it. One of the most famous examples of Dylan doing just this occurred in an infamous interview with 
Time magazine’s Judson Manning. As Bob Spitz, author of Dylan: A Biography, points out with relish, Manning was accustomed to conducting “interrogations” of a number of famous and powerful men, including Adolf Hitler. However, none of that sufficiently prepared him for the disastrous interview, in which Dylan barely let Manning speak; as Spitz puts it, Dylan was angry at Time magazine and other similar publications because “they’d interpreted his lyrics, labeled him, identified his ‘message,’ stereotyped his audience, analyzed his life-style, symbolized his importance, critiqued his performance” and “accused him of various self-advancements and betrayals.” Concluding that Manning was out of touch with his readers and with the music he was covering, Dylan proudly proclaimed that “neither he nor any of his fans took a word Time said seriously” (1989, 294). This would have been a jaw-dropping and blunt interview in any context, yet the fact that it was filmed as part of the 1965 Dylan documentary Don’t Look Back meant that it was effectively immortalized, giving Dylan the final word over Time in theaters and homes across the world, despite a very ardent attempt on Time’s behalf to have the scene removed. On the surface, it is easy to see why the press made claims about Dylan’s self-serving ways; he had, after all, just turned an ostensibly friendly interview into a pulpit from which he could decry the press. However, there is a reason that this fiery scene formed one of the strongest seeds in the future influence and legacy of Bob Dylan.

While he has influenced society and politics in a number of ways, Bob Dylan has been most influential in the world of music. For instance, while few can doubt that the Beatles changed the world of music, some of their own changes can be credited to Dylan—for instance, the focus on individual expressions of meditation and melancholy, perhaps best exhibited by selections from Abbey Road, can be credited to the rising emphasis placed on such introspection by folk and rock artists that, in turn, were inspired by Dylan and his tendency to embody such musings. As mentioned, even protest songs intended to bring about change at the national level were, simultaneously, extremely personal songs about finding his place in a changing national landscape. His symbolic role in the music world has been a constant feature since the early ’60s, during which Dylan’s music was covered by a number of singers, some more influential than others. Therefore, from nearly the very beginning of his professional music career, his music was seemingly everywhere, from his own dynamic performances to the coffeehouses and college campuses where his songs were played again and again. Those who were not already aware of Dylan and his impressive sound were finally made aware in 1963, when Peter, Paul, and Mary covered “Blowin’ in the Wind,” solidifying him as a recognizable national icon. Dylan did his best to augment this image, touring at a feverish pace he would later return to in the 1980s and 1990s with the so-called “Never-Ending Tour.”

Part of both Dylan’s skill as a musician and his influential nature as a musical icon lies in his ability to constantly morph, blown by the changing tastes of popular culture as surely as the “rolling stone” of which he sings. Specifically, in the mid-1960s, arguably at the height of being recognized as a prominent folk artist and protest singer, Dylan decided to change everything, ending his songs that deal explicitly with protest and transforming his pure folk sound into a kind of rock/folk hybrid, starting with the 1965 album Bringing It All Home. Of course, this angered some of the more hardcore folk fans, but brought in new fans via the rock genre that he was helping to revolutionize. It is sometimes difficult for modern music lovers to conceptualize why this seemed such a major shift at the time—why those who swooned over Bob Dylan the folk singer would suddenly jeer Bob Dylan the rock singer. According to Howard Sounes, author of Down the Highway: The Life of Bob Dylan, folk music was revered at the time for, among other things, its status as “poems set to music,” and Bob Dylan, as evidenced by his second album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, was the epitome of a musical poet (2001, 167). Rock-and-roll music, by contrast, was often thought of as the embodiment of mindless abandon—an amazing celebration of feeling that was quite separate from the thoughtful meter, rhythm, and lyrics of folk songs. What those initial jeering folk-music fans did not realize was that, even then, Dylan was working on bridging the two disparate musical worlds. Sounes goes on to credit the album Bringing It All Back Home with “demonstrating to musicians everywhere that they could also express their deepest feelings in rock ’n’ roll songs. This was the simple but nonetheless revolutionary idea that emancipated artists from The Beatles through Bruce Springsteen and beyond, allowing them to write pop songs that aspired to the intellectual level of art” (2001, 167).

Bob Dylan began creating music in a world that believed in the arbitrary high/low cultural divide separating literature and art from music. Folk music was given a kind of perfunctory pass due to its aforementioned status as poetry set to music—a kind of spiced-up literature, rather than rock and roll and other forms of music that were dismissed as little more than pop entertainment. How influential, then, was Bob Dylan? For all intents and purposes, every musical artist that has been credited for his artistic vision as well as his music acumen owes Bob Dylan for the transformative moment in which he walked on stage at the 1965 Newport Folk Festival with an electric guitar. The former folk poet took the tools of rock and created something lyrical and beautiful. While the jeering fans projected gloom and scorn onto the end of Dylan’s folk career, they did not realize they stood at the epicenter of something vital and new being created for the world of music.

Dylan’s influence has continued into the twenty-first century as well: in addition to his musical achievements, he was a nominee for the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2011. While the prize ultimately went to the Swedish poet Tomas Tranströmer, the fact that Dylan was neck-and-neck in this race against prominent poets and literary figures speaks volumes about his skill in creating unforgettable songs. With his lyrical skill long ago established, some still found it incredible that Dylan would be in consideration for a prize that had previously been won by such literary heavy hitters as Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner. In many ways, the nomination is evocative of the archetypal rebellion that has ironically come to define the man who does not wish to be defined: Dylan single-handedly bridges the perceived divide between high and low culture, illustrating a depth and versatility of wordplay that, quite frankly, many literary writers never achieve. Writing his own letter of support for Dylan’s nomination, Stephen Scobie (of the University of Victoria in Canada) put it quite well, claiming, “He is capable of wild flights of surrealistic imagery (‘The motor-cycle black madonna two-wheeled gypsy queen’), and also of an absolutely colloquial, street-smart language modulated through strict rhyme (‘God said to Abraham, “Kill me a son”/Abe said, “Man, you must be puttin’ me on” ’) … [Dylan] transformed popular music from innocuous but vapid entertainment into a medium which could be taken seriously both artistically and politically” (Scobie, as quoted by Zorn 2011, n.p.).

In many ways, Dylan’s story is cyclical. This official (if belated) acknowledgment of the shift he had wrought between “vapid” music and music as an artistic medium echoed his bald claims to Time magazine regarding his refusal to be labeled by anyone. Of course, it is impossible to avoid being labeled entirely, yet Dylan’s ultimate rebellious cheat is that he is constantly reinventing himself, to the point that one of the most constant features of his personal and professional lives is his inconstant nature. Across the span of decades, he has been folk hero, rock star, gospel singer, country jammer, and born-again evangelical singer. While some of these personas have been more commercially and artistically successful than others, it is commendable that Dylan has taken such a versatile approach to music, avoiding the temptation to rest on the laurels of his considerable previous successes.

There are, of course, dissenters to the legend and legacy of Dylan, who mistake his chameleon quality as a kind of face that disguises the fact that he has little substance. These include Jack Marx, who wrote in The Australian that Dylan was the architect of a dubious “arrogant, faux-cerebral posturing” that has, in fact, been influential, but in the negative sense: he claims that “everyone from Mick Jagger to Eminem” has spent years “educating themselves from the Dylan handbook” (2012, n.p.). However, such criticism is mistaking Dylan’s versatility for a kind of noncommittal faddishness. A more charitable view of Dylan (and, frankly, one more in line with his awards in both music and literature) is that he sees himself as a kind of chaotic emissary of change, one who affects the political and musical world and then seeks new endeavors, lest he become defined by them. His willingness to change himself and the world around him should not be considered an unsteadiness of character or principle, but a willingness to explore all aspects of himself under the scrutiny of the public eye, effectively making that scrutiny part of his hypnotic rebellion by transforming the public’s voyeuristic fascination with Dylan’s life into an opportunity to change how the public thinks about music, politics, war, and justice. For example, he took time out of a renewed touring schedule in 1975 to produce “Hurricane,” a song meant to inspire public knowledge and sympathy for the wrongly convicted boxer Rubin “Hurricane” Carter, who was accused of a triple homicide. Through a lengthy process of appeal and retrial, Carter was eventually exonerated; this incident highlights not only Dylan’s ability and willingness to harness his public persona in order to champion the cause of justice, but also highlights the fact that Dylan never truly abandoned the protest spirit. With the earlier successes of the civil rights campaign, much of what he was calling for in “The Times They Are A-Changin’ ” had already occurred. Dylan publicly bowed out of being the symbol of political protest on a general level, but when faced with the injustice of Carter’s arrest and trial, he decided to wield his influence once again. This became a pattern in Dylan’s life; while it angered some fans and simply puzzled others when he became a born-again Christian (complete with a refusal—albeit temporary—to play any of his secular music on tour), he threw himself into it with the usual vehement gusto, attempting to proselytize to everyone from his fans to Jewish atheist producer Jerry Wexler.

In the 1990s, Dylan utilized his influence in a similar way, though in an unexpected venue; when being awarded the Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award in 1991, he brought the focus of the audience and the nation back to the recently started War in Iraq, performing “Masters of War,” a song in which he reminded those “that build all the guns” and “build all the bombs” that he “can see through your masks.” He goes on to call these warmongers “Judas,” and to rhetorically ask if they think their money will be enough to buy forgiveness or to save their souls, before ending as bluntly as possible: “And I hope that you die/And your death’ll come soon.” He followed this explosively political performance with an acceptance speech in which he told the audience that it was possible for someone to become “so defiled in this world that your own father and mother will abandon you, and if that happens, God will always believe in your ability to mend your ways.” While this short speech left many puzzled, it perfectly captures the paradox of Dylan, as he claims that only God has the power to affect change even as he uses himself as a vessel of rebellious influence, reminding the country that there is always far more at stake than the music they had gathered to celebrate.

This political versatility and willingness to change the world has inspired new generations of musical artists, an inspiration that gave birth to the aforementioned 2012 album Chimes of Freedom. This tribute album features 75 tracks of differing artists performing their own rendition of Dylan songs, and while the quality of the work is as variable as the array of artists it collects, the very existence of the massive work helps to underscore Dylan’s continuing influence in the modern world. Who else could inspire the kind of devotion that attracts such a disparate group of artists, including My Chemical Romance, Adele, Miley Cyrus, and Ke$ha? Simply put, those who are shaping the face of modern music have been heavily inspired by both the work and the life of Bob Dylan. His music has spoken to every generation, and will continue to speak to new generations, whether through him or through the devoted fans. Such influence is cyclical: yesterday’s fans have become today’s artists, some of whom will become tomorrow’s legends.

This cyclical nature is at the heart of Dylan himself, who refuses to be defined to such an extent that he reinvents himself time and again. Even with the wisdom of hindsight, it is not always easy to see whether Dylan was at the forefront of cultural revolutions or whether he simply had his fingers to the cultural pulse, assuming a new form at the first sign of change. In many ways, the question is academic: either way, it is clear that Dylan is at the forefront of protest, change, and politics within the American conscience. And just as he makes us conscious, Dylan is also the conscience, a force who reminds the country of its infinite capacity to improve as well as its bottomless history of oppression. Some have found it difficult to reconcile the Dylan who mockingly reminded the world that those at war always believe that God is on their side with the Dylan who (perhaps also mockingly) told the world that only God could restore them. However, such a reconciliation is quite easy: Dylan did not tell the world God would save them, but that God could “help them mend their ways.” This is something at the heart of all protest, an earnest and idealistic aspect that is sometimes lost amid the cynicism and regret: honest hope for a better world, and a brighter tomorrow. The times will never stop changing, and neither can mankind … but, as with Dylan himself, there is the hope that, within those changes, a person will always be true to himself.

Chris Snellgrove
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EARHART, AMELIA (1897–1937)

Alluringly androgynous and disheveled and in a flight suit, or arms stretched wide between the propellers of her Lockheed Electra, photos of Amelia Earhart burn a powerful image into the psyche: woman as flyer. Though much of what remains of the legend of Earhart is wrapped up in the mystery of her disappearance, the woman behind the pilot was an expert at media relations, an educator, and a champion for gender equality. She was a woman who would wed celebrity with social cause.

Born in Atchison, Kansas, on July 24, 1897, the formative years of Earhart’s childhood were divided between her grandmother’s home in Atchison during the school year and her parents’ Kansas City home during summers. The arrangement was the result of a combination of factors: her mother, Amy, was overwhelmed with the birth Amelia’s sister, and her father had begun experiencing periods of melancholy.

Edwin Earhart’s bouts of depression marked the beginning of a serious drinking problem, one that eventually drove the family into ruin. Amelia’s mother begged for financial support from her family, but was cut off due to Edwin’s behavior. The worst of the Earharts’ poverty saw them moving from town to town as Edwin lost work. Amelia became isolated. Her mother fought with relatives to gain control of an inheritance she’d been stripped of. Frustrated and desolate, Amy Earhart retreated into depression, and Amelia became more caretaker than daughter. Classmates who knew her during this time described her as quiet and reserved—a far cry from the woman she became. The Earharts’ troubled union made a strong impression on Amelia, one that greatly influenced her opinions on marriage as an institution and the importance of financial independence for women.

Earhart spent her late teens and early twenties vacillating between different vocations, the first of which was medicine. At the turn of 1918 while on break from a finishing school, Earhart visited Toronto, where her sister Muriel attended college. Soldiers were returning to Toronto from World War I, badly injured and in need of care. Deeply affected by the sight of the wounded men, Earhart decided to pursue nursing; an outbreak of influenza ensured that there was ready employment in hospitals. Eventually stricken by the same influenza she treated at the hospital, she was forced to return to her mother’s home to recuperate. By this time, Amy Earhart had secured her inheritance, but money remained tight, and Amelia longed for a way out.

In the fall of 1919, Earhart began attending Columbia University as a premed student. She never completed her studies at Columbia, because in the summer of 1920 her parents summoned her to California to help repair their marriage. Her father had stopped drinking and relocated to Los Angeles, a place teeming with excitement from the exploding film and budding aeronautics industries. At nearby Daugherty Field, Amelia attended an air show and was taken on her first airplane ride. From there she became obsessed.
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Amelia Earhart, ca. 1920–1928. (Topical Press Agency/Getty Images)

She began to rebel in small ways, becoming the image of Earhart most recognized today. She cut her long hair an inch at a time to escape her mother’s notice. Her focus became flight. When her father said he lacked the money for flying lessons, she took a job in his office in order to accrue the necessary funds. When he protested her spending time with a male flight instructor, she found Neta Snook.

Snook was a woman Earhart could idolize, independent and single-minded in her determination to fly. While these likenesses should have made them well matched, their differences were vast. Earhart was media savvy in a way that Snook was not. Once, after a crash, Snook turned to check on Earhart and found her powdering her nose to look good for reporters. Earhart also had a desire to test technological limits and experiment with new planes, whereas Snook was convinced that her plane—a Canuck—was as good as any there was. After six months of lessons, Earhart and Snook parted ways over a crash resulting from a fuel miscalculation. The problem ran deeper than a simple math error. Snook didn’t think Earhart competent to solo, and Earhart didn’t think Snook competent to teach her to solo. By the end of 1921, Earhart had parted ways with Snook and purchased a light, fast Kinner Airster, worlds away from Snook’s heavy plane.

On December 15, 1921, Earhart received her National Aeronautic Association license, less than a year after her first lesson. Just after receiving her license, she began flying in exhibitions, participating in the Pacific Coast Ladies Derby. The other woman billed with her was Aloysia McLintic, a silent film actress—in California film and flight were intertwined. By 1922, Earhart was California’s aviatrix darling. With her cropped hair and good looks, she was the photogenic picture of the ideal modern woman: elegance and spunk. In this same year, she set the unofficial women’s altitude record at 14,000 feet. In 1923, she received an airline pilot’s license from the Federation Aéronautique Internationale.

Her family troubles, however, continued. Her parents’ marriage never recovered from Edwin’s drinking and spiraled toward divorce. In addition to being a crutch for her parents’ marriage, Amelia functioned as their financial advisor. At her advice the family invested in a gypsum mine. A flash flood destroyed it, financially crippling the Earharts. Feeling the strain of poverty and her parents’ failing marriage, Amelia sold her airplane and bought a car. She packed up her mother, and headed east to Boston and her sister.

Earhart made one more attempt at college, returning to Columbia in 1924, four years after she had left. Her time in California had changed her. Her passion for medicine had been replaced by a passion for flight, only she lacked resources to pursue it. At the end of the spring term she withdrew from classes and returned to Boston.

In Boston she floundered, switching from job to job, trying to satisfy both her desire to make an impact on society and her need for financial independence. Earhart’s drive to work was fueled by fear of losing self-determination. She felt strongly that her mother’s circumstances would have been improved if she’d had her own income. She took work at Harvard’s extension program teaching English to foreign students, but the pay was poor, and sustaining herself proved difficult. Earhart’s correspondences from this time are unusually bleak.

Social work was one of the few careers in which a woman could advance in 1926. Earhart latched on to this and began work at a settlement house, Dennison House, where she taught English to the children of immigrants. Throughout her early life Earhart had kept a scrapbook of news clippings about women who had achieved career success. At Dennison House, she encountered some of the very women in her clippings and grew to understand the important role women played in each other’s development. Dennison House also provided rooms for its workers, taking care of Earhart’s immediate concerns for survival and allowing her interest in aeronautics to become a focus once more.

In 1927, Earhart joined the Boston chapter of the NAA and invested in an airport to market Kinner airplanes. She began to write impassioned articles on the importance of women in aviation and aviation as an arena in which women could pursue careers and independence. In this same year, Earhart would write fellow aviatrix Ruth Nicholls about starting an organization of women flyers, a group that would upon realization become the Ninety-Nines.

Earhart was a prolific writer. She was eloquent, and due to her intelligence and education, most of her letters were taken under serious consideration. Because of her writing and her career in social work—not her skills as a flyer—Earhart became the top candidate for the 1928 Atlantic crossing of the Friendship, the flight that made her the first woman to fly the Atlantic and launched her onto the world stage.

Earhart was not the Friendship’s first intended passenger; that honor fell to steel heiress and well-to-do society matron Amy Guest. When Guest’s family balked at her making the journey, she sought a woman to do it in her stead, one of good moral character to set an example for young women, preferably with some aviation experience. George Palmer Putnam, famed publisher and publicist, hired Captain Hilton Railey to set about finding such a woman. Earhart’s letters and social work had made her a small name in Boston; coupled with her flying experience and good looks, she met Guest’s stipulations. Railey called Dennison House and arranged a meeting between Earhart and Putnam, and while she was initially put off by Putnam’s domineering manner, Putnam was charmed. By interview’s close, Putnam and Railey knew they’d found their woman.

Earhart would be a passenger on the flight, though she was called its captain. The pilot was Wilmer Stultz and the mechanic, Slim Gordon. Atlantic crossings were still rare and perilous, and Earhart accepted the very real possibility that they wouldn’t survive. She penned letters to be delivered in case of her death. To her mother she wrote, “Even though I have lost, the adventure was worth the while. Our family tends to be too secure. My life has really been very happy, and I didn’t mind contemplating its end in the midst of it” (Butler 1999, 170). To her father she wrote, “Hooray for the last grand adventure! I wish I had won, but it was worthwhile, anyway. You know that. I have no faith we’ll meet anywhere again, but I wish we might” (170).

Putnam handled the endeavor’s publicity to great effect. From the moment Earhart signed on with Putnam, her publicity and flying life were organized to the second. This allowed her to be close with her personal affairs, while still crafting an image of an everywoman—everywoman, but better. The first female Atlantic crossing was a hotly contested race, so the Friendship’s preparations, and Earhart’s identity, were kept secret for as long as possible. Putnam also secured that Earhart would write an account of the journey for the New York Times and a book for his own publishing house. Immediately after the Friendship’s harrowing 20-hour and 40-minute flight and landing in Trepassy, Earhart compiled her notes, wrote an article, and stepped into fame.

She insisted that the work of the flight had been done by Stultz and Gordon, but the press would have none of it. Aware that for the first time in her life she had a platform and the media’s ear, she commented on the importance of settlement houses and social work. Even after the historic crossing, she thought to return to social work, even to Dennison House. The impossibility of that was clear upon her arrival back in the United States. She was once more mobbed. Putnam stepped in, arranging speaking engagements and offering his home in which to finish the book she’d been contracted to write—what would become the best-selling 20 hrs. 40 min. Earnings from writing and speaking engagements cut the final tie between Earhart and poverty. Financial freedom allowed her to support both her mother and, for a time, her sister. Her notes from this period show unmistakable pride; she could provide for herself—and well—through a career in flight.

Earhart was eager to prove to the public that she was more than a passenger and completed the first solo U.S. transcontinental flight by a woman in this 1928. By this time, Putnam had fallen in love with her and changed his life so that his business quite literally became Amelia Earhart. By the end of 1929, just a year and a half after meeting Earhart, Putnam divorced his wife. Though he would propose to Earhart numerous times, it would be another year before she accepted one, and again a year before they married in 1931.

In his autobiography, Putnam revealed a letter that Earhart wrote the night before they married. In it she asks that they make no promises of fidelity and that if they are unhappy in a year’s time, that the marriage be terminated. While some see this as a signifier that their marriage was not a love match, the true weight of the letter is something more subtle—it is Amelia Earhart asserting her independence, that her eye should be allowed to roam just as much as his, and that neither should suffer for being married to each other. Earhart was mindful of her parents’ difficult marriage and concerned that marriage could mean the end to any flying achievements she might make. Putnam knew that in order to wed Earhart, her flying, publicity, books, and lectures would need to be the mainstay of his personal and professional life. Putnam’s publicity machine provided a security of income and lifestyle that Earhart had never known before. Notes between the two are tender, often witty, and show a companionship of well-matched minds.

Between 1929 and 1931, Amelia would hold a position at what is now TWA, help realize the first women’s flying organization in the Ninety-Nines, set the women’s flying speed record, and become vice president of a commercial airline, Ludington Lines. She would also take up flying autogiros, the precursor to the helicopter, and set multiple records in them—yet she obsessed over the Atlantic. She was convinced that she could make the crossing solo and that it was important for the future of women in flying that she do so. In 1932, she and Putnam began the preparations for a solo transatlantic flight in a specially outfitted Lockheed Vega. The flight, though record setting as the fastest Atlantic crossing, was rife with difficulties. The altimeter failed, and Earhart flew through bad weather, balancing between fog and sea. She would detail the struggles in another book contracted by Putnam, For the Fun of It. Despite the levity of its title and the humor with which Earhart often spoke, this Atlantic crossing was a deeply personal challenge, one that she met with resounding success. She and Putnam were received at the White House by President Hoover. She became the first woman to receive the National Geographic Society’s gold medal in addition to numerous other honors.

Earhart was inescapable. Due to her accomplishments and Putnam’s flogging her brand, she became a media juggernaut. She wrote for Cosmopolitan and was extraordinarily politically connected and active. Her views, because of her experiences with poverty and social work, leaned toward socialism and were undeniably feminist. When she met the Roosevelts, a fast friendship was formed between Eleanor and Amelia. Amelia even offered to teach Eleanor how to fly, though the lessons never materialized due to Franklin’s protests. Earhart held such political clout that a single letter from her to Eleanor Roosevelt was enough to prevent Gene Vidal’s termination as Director of the Bureau of Air Commerce. That a single celebrity, a woman, wielded such power was extraordinary.

With her celebrity she endorsed automobiles, set aviation records and fashion trends. In 1934, Earhart started a clothing line, which was carried in Macy’s. Not one to forget her sense of fun and humor, Earhart ran a promotion for women aviators, awarding free hats from her collection for successfully navigating tricky landings. The design and production of the line proved time consuming, and despite its success, Earhart abandoned it in favor of more record-setting flights (the first solo flight from Hawaii to California, the first solo flight to Mexico City), and continuing on the lecture circuit.

It was while lecturing that Earhart met Edward C. Elliot, then president of Purdue University. Elliot was an aviation enthusiast, and Purdue had its own airfield and aeronautics curriculum. Elliot was inspired by Earhart’s words about the opportunities aviation presented for women and offered her an appointment to the faculty. In 1935, she began as a consultant in the Department of Study of Careers for Women. She encouraged women to pursue careers of their own, suggesting holding off marriage to do so. Her mother could not have been far from her thoughts. Though Edwin Earhart was a sober man when he died from cancer, the damage caused by his drinking had long-reaching fingers. Amy Earhart never fully recovered from their marriage and continued to need her daughter’s financial assistance.

Earhart was persistent in her efforts to establish aviation as a land of opportunity for women, and Purdue saw fit to help her in her efforts. Through grants secured by Purdue, she obtained a Lockheed Electra 10E, one of two in the world—the other of which belonged to Howard Hughes. She would call the Electra her Flying Laboratory. It was a plane outfitted specifically for long-distance flying, and with it Earhart meant to set new records and collect data to further the safety of the aeronautics industry as a whole. Yet she also wanted the Electra for a different purpose; she’d begun to harbor the desire to circumnavigate the globe. It had been done before, via routes far above the equator, but she sought to fly the earth around the middle, setting an unbreakable record that would be the cap to her illustrious career, one that would prove beyond dispute that women were capable of flying. Earhart was approaching 40; it has been theorized that she’d been contemplating flying less or even having a child. The equator was to be her last great adventure.

In March 1937, Earhart made her first equator attempt, and in doing so set a speed record between Oakland and Honolulu. However, upon takeoff from Honolulu for Howland Island, the Electra ground looped and was badly damaged. After months of preparations, Earhart, Putnam, and her crew went back to California humbled and suffering substantial bad press. She was accused of taking unnecessary risks for fame, vanity, and money; however, the logic behind her flight is best described in her own words in a letter written to Putnam. “I want to do it because I want to do it. Women must try to do things as men have tried. When they fail, their failure must be but a challenge to others” (Lovell 1998, 299). The Electra was repaired in California, and months later, Earhart was to make her second attempt, this time departing from Miami. With her was Fred Noonan, one of the best navigators in the world.

On June 1, 1937, Earhart and Noonan departed. The vast majority of their trip went according to plan. They were wined and dined by the political elite of the areas in which they landed, and Earhart’s notes from their journey through Africa indicate the levity of spirit of someone on the journey of a lifetime. In several wires to Putnam, Earhart mentioned personnel problems. There are no definitive answers as to what she meant, but it has been speculated that she may have been referring to anything from a possible pregnancy to Fred Noonan’s return to drinking. What is known is that the Electra had been outfitted with a new radio prior to the second departure, one that Earhart and Noonan had little training time with, and that the trailing wire was left off the plane. On July 2, 1937, en route to Howland Island, a tiny spit of land in the South Pacific, Earhart radioed the U.S. Coast Guard ship Itasca, indicating her approach. Itasca picked up Earhart’s signal, radioed in return, but made no visual contact. Shortly thereafter all contact was lost. Earhart and Noonan vanished.

Earhart had an absolute knowledge of the power she wielded due to the media’s obsession with her. She used her fame to promote careers for women, the democratic principles she believed in, and aviation. It was impossible to ignore a woman of such accomplishment. She was also keenly aware that her failures would be as remembered as her triumphs, and so encouraged others to try, daring women to do what she had done, to not be afraid. She was one of the first pop culture figures to wed political agenda with celebrity, helping to change the nature of entertainment from a social standpoint. When we look at phenomenon of the celebrity goodwill ambassador, in some way we are seeing how Earhart viewed herself.

Earhart’s life and disappearance inspired multiple films, plays, and books, but her most astounding effect remains on women as a gender. In the early days of her career, aviators flew the Atlantic following what was called the Lindbergh Line. Today, women pilots continue to fly the Earhart Line, following the path of the woman who told them not only that they could, but that they must.

Erika Swyler
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EISNER, MICHAEL (1942–)

Many individuals in the twentieth century have been credited with transforming a film production company or reviving an ailing television studio. Few, however, match the significance of media executive Michael Eisner, whose ties to entertainment and media extend throughout his professional career. While working in network television and then in studio production for feature-length films, he was responsible for a range of popular and critically acclaimed programs and movies. He later helmed the Walt Disney Company, transforming it into a billion-dollar media conglomerate that dominated the late twentieth century media-scape and solidifying Disney as one of the most significant brands in American culture and the entertainment industry.

When considering Eisner’s impact on the entertainment industry, it is ironic that as a child he had limited access to television and popular film. Eisner was born in 1942 in a suburb of New York City and grew up within a circle of affluence. He attended the prestigious Allen-Stevenson School in Manhattan and then Lawrenceville, a private 
boarding school near Princeton, New Jersey, with the intent that he would enroll in an ivy-league institution. Rather than study law and pursue the legacy of his father and grandfather, Eisner instead attended Denison University in Granville, Ohio, a liberal arts college where he obtained a degree in English.
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Michael Eisner, 1995. (AP Photo/File)

Eisner gained experience in television working from the ground up. He served as a page for the National Broadcasting Company (NBC) during his junior year of college, and after graduating in 1964, he returned to the network as a Federal Communication Commission (FCC) logging clerk, recording in meticulous detail all of NBC’s broadcast content. While the work exposed Eisner to the extent of NBC’s on-air material, it was a tedious undertaking, and within six months he had changed networks to the Columbia Broadcast Company (CBS) for a programming position. He worked for two years at CBS confirming the placement of commercials in children’s television shows before meeting Barry Diller, an assistant for a programming executive at ABC. With Diller’s help, Eisner was hired in ABC’s programming department, where he remained for 18 years working with Diller.

Central to Eisner’s experiences at ABC was his reconciliation of an appreciation of the arts with a pragmatic approach to fundamental business strategies that served to underlie his success in television programming. He embraced the creative endeavor as part of the entertainment product and used that perspective to improve the network’s series of variety shows, a dominant television genre of the 1960s. Variety shows were a remnant of popular theater of the early twentieth century, featuring a selection of specialty acts that emphasized an episodic presentation of entertainment that now brought into living rooms famous contemporary performers. Eisner was assigned by Diller to oversee the network’s variety shows and “specials,” and he soon sought out talented stars to sign to the network. He learned that talent drove television shows and that the acquisition of talent added quality and value to productions. Eisner’s insights into what appealed to mass audiences led to a series of promotions between 1967 and 1976, in which time he advanced from assistant to the head of programming to an executive position with the title of Senior Vice President for Prime Time Television Production and Development. During the early 1970s, Eisner advanced ABC’s television presence for audiences across a range of demographics. He brought the animated shows The Jackson Five (1971–1972) and The Osmonds (1972–1974) to morning children’s programming; he started the daytime soap operas All My Children and One Life to Live; and is credited with the ascent of ABC’s prime-time ratings from last place to first among the (then) three major television networks.

Programs such as Happy Days catapulted Eisner’s success in television production and signaled the kind of media mind he possessed. Happy Days proved to be a personal hit for Eisner, who identified a trend toward fifties-themed entertainment after the popularity of American Graffiti (Lucas 1973), a film that Happy Days resembled in many respects, and the Broadway debut of Grease (1972). Eisner insisted that a strong media push be made in support of the show and that intense promotion would elicit interest and create greater demand. He also advocated for the show to foreground the character “Fonzie,” who was played by Henry Winkler and later ranked by TV Guide (1999) as the fourth greatest television character of all time. Sensing an opportunity to integrate leading figures from one show to the next, Eisner oversaw the Happy Days spin-offs Laverne and Shirley and Mork and Mindy. The popularity of these related programs also generated additional revenue by keeping audiences tuned to the network over successive evenings. During these years, ABC thrived with the prime-time shows overseen by Eisner including Barney Miller; Welcome Back, Kotter; and Starsky and Hutch. With these listings, Eisner instituted for ABC an aesthetic or prototype for its programs that was keenly attentive to the trends of popular taste. Collectively, the shows appealed to middlebrow audiences who favored their characteristically optimistic narratives and their eccentric yet highly likeable characters. Eisner emphasized the importance of an engaging story that remained easily digestible to mainstream viewers, and he translated this into programs with simplified plotlines and cursory protagonists that later critics charged lacked depth or sophistication. Eisner had created wholly entertaining products within and between the genres of situation comedy and melodrama that garnered substantial profits for the network.

Eisner’s selection and advocacy of projects targeted at middle-class audiences continued when he entered the motion picture industry. He left ABC in 1976 to become president and chief operating officer of Paramount Pictures Corporation and again entered a corporate environment suffering from lackluster products and diminishing market presence. Eisner oversaw the rise in success of Paramount Pictures as it ascended from the lowest-grossing company of the six major movie studios to the highest. Costs were kept at a minimum, as production budgets were nearly 20 percent below those of other major studios. Eisner oversaw the success of Paramount’s studio projects with movies like Grease (Kleiser 1978), Ordinary People (Redford 1980), Raiders of the Lost Ark (Spielberg 1981), Footloose (Ross 1984), and the first three films of the Star Trek franchise. He culled his previous television experience as vice president in charge of Motion Picture Development (one of the many titles he held at his former network) to inform his endorsement of projects at Paramount. Eisner maintained close control over both the creative and financial aspects of projects as he had at ABC, and he focused his attention on quantity and value rather than more artistic endeavors such as The Godfather (Coppola 1971) and Nashville (Altman 1975) that defined the studio’s earlier years. When Eisner’s long-standing business colleague, Barry Diller, who was also at Paramount Pictures, left for Fox Inc., he requested that Eisner join him. Eisner, however, stayed behind to seek the position of Paramount’s studio chief. When a more experienced executive was appointed instead, he left ABC for the Walt Disney Company in 1984.

The most significant position Eisner has held within the entertainment industry was as chairman and chief executive officer of the Walt Disney Company, which he occupied from 1984 until 2005. He transformed the company, often referred to simply as “Disney,” into a multimedia conglomerate whose financial revenues and cultural influence soared during the 1990s and continues to grow today. Produced under Eisner, the company’s iconic films—The Little Mermaid (Clements and Musker 1989), Beauty and the Beast (Trousdale and Wise 1991), Aladdin (Clements and Musker 1992), and The Lion King (Allers and Minkoff 1994)—marked a return of and rise in Disney’s corporate and cultural presence. Before his arrival, Disney had experienced nearly two decades of declining profits in its animation and theme park ventures, a decreased market share in its media presence, and significant debt due in part to outstanding projects like the ambitious Epcot theme park at Walt Disney World in Orlando, Florida. Tensions also existed between two factions of management within the company: one that privileged the creative vision of the company as instituted by the company’s founder Walt Disney, and the other that focused on the financial and business aspect of the company, even if that meant executing financial restraint over beloved creative enterprises. This was the role assumed by Walt’s brother and the company’s cofounder, Roy Disney.

Eisner’s business plan sought to revive, expand, and solidify the Disney brand. He did not consider Disney to be built around a single product, but rather as a powerful representation of middle-class America; a brand that through its existing merchandise could be extended out and integrated with other commodities. Eisner described it as “invent[ing] new products every day” (Eisner and Schwartz 1999, x). In its execution, this meant selling the ideas behind the products produced by Disney, through the mythos of its brand as promoted through its films, and extended to television networks, theme parks, and even further to its cruise lines, hotels, and resorts. Eisner also recognized the benefits of using innovations in media and technology to keep the Disney presence current for consumers. Many of these strategies to stabilize the company and increase revenue had a direct impact on the social influence of the Disney brand. The rerelease of Disney classic films such as Bambi (Algar et al. 1942) and Cinderella (Geronimi and Jackson 1950) within a growing home-entertainment market increased profits while reaffirming Disney’s cross-generational presence. The production of sequels based on a range of early Disney films allowed for the adaption of storylines and established characters to new cultural ideologies that resonated more effectively with contemporary audiences.

Even as Eisner supported Disney’s artistic vein that historically led to its success in the 1940s and ’50s, he remained resolute that the production of creative projects should not exceed budgets and that increasing one’s investment in creative enterprises did not guarantee profits. Projects were held to a target range or financial “box” in order to control production costs and ensure projects were completed on time. Eisner transformed The Disney Company’s management structure to achieve this goal with a series of executive appointments, including Jeffrey Katzenberg, who was pivotal to the expansion of Disney into nonanimated feature films. Katzenberg was a former studio production executive with Eisner at Paramount Pictures who maintained favorable/positive relationships with actors and directors in Hollywood. The ability of Katzenberg to identify “good” film scripts, despite the experience of the writer, and to secure gifted talent at a reasonable price made him an asset to Eisner’s focus on balancing quality and cost. With Katzenberg, Eisner extended Disney’s investments in the motion picture industry with the production companies Touchstone Pictures and Hollywood Pictures, both aimed at adult-themed films. Disney’s television presence also was expanded in the 1990s with programs such as Ellen and Home Improvement, and Eisner identified opportunities in television syndication by buying programs such as At the Movies starring Chicago film critics Gene Siskel and Roger Ebert, a show that with a simple ranking system of “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” distilled potential complexities of film criticism for middlebrow consumers. The majority of these changes were a means to attract younger and more diverse audiences.

The increased accessibility of Disney products through the company’s extra media ventures, and particularly at its theme parks, represents a height in the interrelation of Disney’s products, its ethos and its corporate agenda. Domestically and overseas, the Disney amusement parks exist as ideological extensions of the ideals promoted in Disney films that celebrate the power of the dreamscape. Yet, as built environments for middle-class consumerism, they are locked in a self-referential process in which the Disney brand is intertwined with fantasy, leisure, family, and consumption. The same process of creating new venues for Disney products can be used to describe the development of the Broadway productions from acclaimed films such as Beauty and the Beast and The Lion King. Popular theater’s investments in communal participation and consumption allowed for the total-environment experience sought by Walt Disney in the company’s early years and later advanced by Eisner in the 1980s and ’90s. Again, with live performances typically contingent on preexisting productions, Disney enthusiasts were encouraged to revisit favored stories transformed into multimillion-dollar stage spectacles. For Eisner, the fantasy of the two-dimensional media environment (film, television, video) had extended fully into a myriad of three-dimensional profit-making experiences.

Disney, however, also presented challenges for Eisner as he sought to negotiate his business model with the company’s long-standing ties to the Disney family. From the company’s inception in 1923 under the name Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio, executive control had passed from Walt Disney to his brother and business partner Roy Disney in 1966, and then to a trio of executives who had been trained by the original Disney brothers. Eisner was an outsider in both his relationship to the company’s history and in his approach to executing change within Disney. Eisner promoted a cooperative culture that believed in a synergistic interaction between various corporate sectors with meetings between architects and theme park designers, or executives and managers to encourage the exchange of ideas and emphasize creative processes that underpinned the whole of the company. Once enacted, Eisner’s business strategies also facilitated changes in Disney’s ideological investments. Whether within a specific media unit or across the company as a whole, the diversification of Disney’s holdings provided a means for Eisner to move beyond the company’s core identity as primarily a model of traditional “family values.” The acquisition of ABC/Capital Cities further advanced the integration of contemporary cultural attitudes within their representations of gender, race, class, and sexuality. In 1995, Eisner oversaw what was then the second-largest corporate acquisition in media history for a reported $19 billion. Though he considered the deal a merger of two family entertainment companies, it also allowed Disney to diversify its cultural claims across a variety of outlets and without concern about possible contradictions that could be read as inconsistent with the Disney role as an arbiter of conservative sensibilities.

Eisner’s difficulties within The Disney Company began shortly after its president, Frank G. Wells, died in a helicopter crash in 1994. Then Kaztenberg departed the company the same year amidst tensions with Eisner. Katzenberg was credited with reviving the Disney’s feature animation unit, brokering a partnership between Disney and the critically acclaimed Pixar Studios, and acquiring Miramax Films; however, Eisner did not select him as a successor to Wells, and Katzenberg left and cofounded the film and production studio DreamWorks. In 1995, Eisner designated Michael Ovitz president of Disney, but then relieved him from the position in less than two years. The changes in management, related litigation over the release of executives, and claims that he had an irksome personality had a negative perceptual impact on Eisner’s achievements with Disney. Concurrently, financial results began to slip in the late 1990s due to a shifting youth demographic, a rise in competitive media outlets, and the increased size of the Disney organization. A power struggle in 2004 pitting Disney board members Roy E. Disney and Stanley Gold against Eisner ultimately provided the damaging blow to his otherwise reputable tenure with the company. Seeking to install new senior management, Disney and Gold urged shareholders to replace Eisner immediately, charging that he had “failed to formulate a viable long-term strategy,” and that he had approved projects that “fail[ed] to spark the imagination and excitement our guests and customers have a right to expect from Disney” (“Roy Disney…” 2009, n.p.). Subsequently, Eisner was removed from the chairman position.

Even after Eisner resigned from the Disney Corporation in 2005, he remained in the business of mass entertainment, establishing the media investment firm the Tornante Company that same year. He seized the opportunity to invest in another iconic brand, the sports trading-card company Topps, from which Tornante has agreed to produce a feature film based on Topps’s Garbage Pail Kids line of cards. He also launched the studio Vuguru in 2006, which finances the writing and production of television series distributed across electronic media, and recently teamed with POW! Entertainment, owned by comic book celebrity Stan Lee, to produce original digital content. With these new ventures, Michael Eisner continues to be attuned to dominant trends of popular entertainment and media, while his focus remains on the importance of story and character. “It’s always the content that defines the platform,” Eisner asserted in a 2008 interview with The New York Times (Arango), stressing that his brand of entertainment production also was viable on the Internet.

From his early years at ABC, Eisner understood what appealed to middle-class audiences and their increased engagement with newer forms of media. He transformed the nature of network products by developing archetypes for the genres of situation comedies, variety shows, and made-for-television movies. He spearheaded the rise of numerous Hollywood actors such as Eddie Murphy, identifying him as a potential film star and supporting Murphy’s casting in 48 Hours (Hill 1982), Beverly Hills Cop (Brest 1983), and Trading Places (Landis 1983). He also helped to revive companies such as ABC, Paramount Pictures, and Disney, bringing his business acumen to the production of innovative products attentive to narrative content and offering engaging stories to mass audiences. With The Disney Company, Eisner also established the ideal for a modern media corporation—one that is versatile, creative, and culturally significant through the dominance of its presence and the integration of Disney products. He exploited the potential of syndication and cable television, and with the development of venues like the Disney Channel he was able to feature Disney-themed media while controlling the distribution and “use” of the company’s brand. Eisner’s legacy of the past 30 years has been diverse and far-reaching, and he stands as a transformative individual who has made a substantial impact on the entertainment industry.

Carmenita Higginbotham
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FEY, TINA (1970–)

Tina Fey has likely done more to convince the American masses that women are, indeed, funny, than has any other female comedian to date. Once an underpaid improv comic at Chicago’s The Second City, Fey has written and/or appeared in several hit films, published a best-selling autobiography, created and starred in the quirky television series 30 Rock, and written and performed many memorable Saturday Night Live sketches. She became a household name when she began hosting SNL’s Weekend Update with Jimmy Fallon (from 2000 to 2004). She was also the driving force behind much of the empowerment and equal face time for female comedians on SNL, writing sketches that showcased the talents of Maya Rudolph, Amy Poehler, Rachel Dratch, and Molly Shannon as well as Will Ferrell, Jimmy Fallon, and Darrell Hammond. As she recalls in her 2011 autobiography Bossypants, Saturday Night Live was “a childhood dream, realized” (2011, 119).

The “change-of-life baby” (Fey 2011, 7) of two very supportive middle-class Pennsylvania Republicans, Fey wasn’t exactly marked for fame, but unmatched wit, an impeccable work ethic (when she likes the job), and a belief in her ability to do anything she wants made her stardom reality. Furthermore, Fey is incredibly good at making lemonade from lemons, something she shares with her aptly named 30 Rock alter ego, Liz Lemon. Fey named her character Lemon largely because of her sour disposition, but this only tells half the story of Lemon and even less describes Fey. Both Fey and her character can be Debbie Downers, it’s true, but they also tap bountiful reserves of optimism in the most dire of circumstances. For example, concerning her facial scar that fans and new acquaintances alike always wonder about, Fey notes that “during the spring semester of kindergarten,” she was “slashed in the face by a stranger in the alley behind [her] house” (2011, 8). The result, writes Fey, was that the scar made her something of a celebrity: “Kids knew who I was because of it. Lots of people liked to claim they were there when it happened” (2011, 10). Furthermore, afterwards her already supportive family made her feel even more incredibly special. “What should have shut me down and made me feel ‘less than’ ended up giving me an inflated sense of self” (Fey 2011, 10). So much for those naysayers who predict gloom and doom for today’s supposedly entitled youth.

Fey resides in New York with her husband, Jeff Richmond, a composer and fellow Second City alum; their daughter Alice, who will turn six on September 10, 2011; and her sister Penelope, born August 10, 2011. The birth of Penelope coincides with the start of the fall lineup, so 30 Rock’s sixth season was delayed until January 2012. About raising her eldest daughter, she has noted that it’s a lot like having “a drunk midget” in the house (2011, 237). Still, given her comedic explorations of the professional middle-aged woman’s yearning for children (30 Rock and Baby Mama), and given that she named her production company “Little Stranger, Inc.,” the logo an image of little Alice in a peacock costume, it’s safe to imagine Fey a doting parent.
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Tina Fey, 2012. (Photo by Jordan Strauss/Invision/AP Photo, File)

For her work on SNL and 30 Rock, as of 2011 Fey had won (or shared in winning) an impressive list of awards, including five Writer’s Guild of America Awards (with seven additional nominations), three Screen Actors Guild Awards (with three additional nominations), two Golden Globes (with two additional nominations), and four Emmy Awards (with seven additional nominations) (“Awards for Tina Fey” 2011). In addition, in 2010 she became only the third woman to win the Mark Twain Prize for American Humor, an honor she accepted gratefully and then quipped, “I’m assuming that Betty White was disqualified for steroid use” (“Mark Twain Prize Goes to Tina Fey” 2010).

Calling it “the most fun job” she’s ever had (2011, 81), Fey still waxes nostalgic about her time at The Second City, Chicago’s most influential comedy theater. Noting that other famous comedians to graduate from The Second City include Stephen Colbert, John Belushi, and Gilda Radner, Fey acknowledges that The Second City’s improvisational comedy theater inspired her postcollege move to Chicago in 1992 (Fey 2011, 81). She didn’t start on the stage, however. No, Fey and her equally starry-eyed but mostly inexperienced peers “worked at crappy day jobs just to hand over … money for improv classes” (Fey 2011, 81). Though she had majored in acting in college (and holds a bachelor of arts from the University of Virginia), she claims that she wasn’t much of an actress until The Second City. “Improvisation as a way of working made sense to me. I love the idea of two actors on stage with nothing—no costumes, no sets, no dialogue—who make up something together that is then completely real to everyone in the room” (Fey 2011, 82). The three rules of improv, which, she notes, translate into three rules of life, are as follows: 1) Always say “yes”; 2) Always say “yes, and…”; 3) “make statements” (Fey 2011, 84–85). If you go through life constantly saying, “no, that won’t work,” explains Fey, you end up with safe mediocrity. If you say “yes,” even when it seems a little far-fetched, you’ll take chances and make mistakes, but you will also make opportunities. If you simply agree to what others have suggested, as in improv, you’re not really contributing. Thus, you need to say “yes, and.…” Finally, Fey says that in improv, questions get you almost nowhere; the statements are what propel the improvised scene. The same applies to most professions, notes Fey: “No one wants to go to a doctor who says, ‘I’m going to be your surgeon?’ ” (Fey 2011, 84–85).

By embracing the three rules of improv, eventually Fey joined one of The Second City’s touring companies (Fey 2011, 82). Amy Poehler was also a part of this touring company, a chance meeting that began a long and lucrative friendship/working relationship. Likewise, Fey met another game changer while at The Second City, husband Jeff Richmond. Joking that she and her peers at The Second City behaved as though they were in a cult, working tirelessly only to hand over their small paychecks for more improv classes, only to be worked even harder, Fey also says that “improvisation literally changed my life.… What has your cult done for you lately?” (Fey 2011, 82).

While still a cast member at The Second City, Fey began writing unsolicited scripts for SNL. These scripts landed her an interview with Lorne Michaels, the creator and executive producer of SNL. She got the job, but she then suffered writer’s block and the disappointment of having her first sketch passed over. That, and she was given the onerous task of telling guest host Sylvester Stallone he needed to enunciate more (Fey 2011, 133–34). She rebounded. A mere two years later, Fey became the head writer at SNL, the first woman to hold this powerful position in an industry dominated by men (“SNL Picks Fallon & Fey” 2000). During her time at SNL, Fey wrote memorable sketches such as “Colonel Angus,” “Census,” and “Sully and Denise,” as well as the commercial parodies “Mom Jeans” and “Excedrin for Racial Tension Headaches” (Fey 2011, 138–39).

In 2000, Fey became coanchor of Weekend Update (with Jimmy Fallon). Calling her selection “the luckiest, craziest thing that had ever happened” to her (Fey 2011 198), Fey spent the next four years writing and then delivering the “fake news” with impeccable timing and a dash of salty improvised remarks. This new role clinched her fame, propelling her into the Weekend Update club that included Jane Curtin, Chevy Chase, Dennis Miller, and Bill Murray (Kennedy 2004).

In 2004, Jimmy Fallon left SNL. Michaels offered Weekend Update to Fey solo, but she turned it down, feeling that she was better as a team player. Among the actors auditioning to coanchor were Horatio Sanz, Seth Meyers, and a then-newbie writer at SNL, the talented Jason Sudeikis (Kennedy 2004). Amy Poehler, however, rose to the top and was selected to join Fey behind the Weekend desk, making them the first female duo to host the SNL staple. Randy Kennedy noted in The New York Times that Poehler was chosen, at least in part, because of her “easy rapport” with Fey (2004). The two demonstrated as much during their interview with Kennedy; after Poehler said she “felt like a blushing bride” because of her selection to coanchor Weekend Update, Fey jumped in with “She’s the Jackie O. to my Ari Onassis. Secretly, she’s disgusted by me but she has no choice” (Kennedy 2004).

In one of those “stranger than fiction” truths, Tina Fey looks like the long-lost twin of politician Sarah Palin. Very little makeup and hair adjustment make the resemblance so uncanny that in one instance, Fey’s daughter, Alice, couldn’t tell the two women apart (Fey 2011, 230). When Palin hit the national spotlight, Fey was already shooting her third season of 30 Rock and was no longer part of SNL. Lorne Michaels, getting pressure to re-recruit Fey from nearly everyone he encountered, including Robert De Niro, approached Fey about returning to SNL in guest spots (202). The rest is political satire history. Fey studied tapes of Palin until her eyes were blurry. She learned the particulars of Palin’s speech patterns and how to do that trademark Palin mouth twist. Seth Meyers wrote an outrageously funny script for Fey and Poehler (as Hillary Clinton), containing such Fey-Palin gems as “I can see Russia from my house” and “I believe [global warming] is just God hugging us closer” (qtd. in Fey 2011, 215). By the time Fey portrayed Palin in a rehash of the infamous interview with Katie Couric (Poehler played Couric), the country was mesmerized. At one point in the interview, Fey-Palin told Poehler-Couric, “I’d like to use one of my lifelines” (“Couric and Palin Open” 2011).

Though Palin did a guest spot on SNL with Fey, implying good sportsmanship, she eventually complained that both Fey and Couric “exploited and profited by her family” (qtd. in Fey 2011, 234). Perhaps. Though, as Fey likes to point out, “my TV show still enjoys very low ratings” (Fey 2011, 236). Furthermore, Fey’s impact on public perception of Palin is hard to gauge. Fey tends to think that a comic’s role is to make people laugh, not make them vote for a particular candidate or party (Fey 2011, 205). However, a good many supporters of Palin sent Fey hate mail, believing that she hurt Palin’s reputation. Fey responds that it’s doing an injustice to Palin to suggest she’s too “fragile” to be mocked in the same way her male cohorts have long been mocked on SNL (Fey 2011, 234). As Palin was circling the outskirts of the 2012 Republican presidential nominee race, Fey dusted off her wig and Alaskan accent. In a May 2011 SNL sketch titled “GOP Debate,” Fey appeared as Palin, saying about her attempts to bone up on foreign policy, “I recently purchased Rosetta Stone English.”

Fey broke into Hollywood as a screenwriter with Mean Girls (Waters 2004). She researched for the screenplay (for she both wrote and appeared in the film) by attending a workshop given by Rosalind Wiseman, author of Queen Bees and Wannabes (Fey 2011, 15). What Fey learned there about abusive teenage girls, along with her adaptation of Wiseman’s book, comprised the core of the movie Mean Girls. The rest of the movie derives from Fey’s own observations of girls behaving badly. For example, in her 13th year, two of her female cousins from New Jersey taught her “everything I know about womanhood” (Fey 2011,19). Most of what they taught her, it turns out, involved preening for the opposite sex and criticizing other women’s flaws. Her conclusion is that we don’t have to be queen bees to develop poor self-esteem and then respond with vitriol against our female peers: we have, only, to be women living in the twenty-first century. Her movie suggests, without getting preachy, that the harder but more rewarding life is the one lived against this bullying and self-obsessed grain.

After Mean Girls, Fey appeared in Baby Mama. Written and directed by former SNL writer Michael McCullers, Baby Mama stars Tina Fey as Kate Holbrook, a successful but domestically unsatisfied executive of a health food corporation. Single and 37, Kate has “baby mania,” and after her attempts at artificial insemination and in vitro fertilization fail (nine times), she hires a surrogate. Amy Poehler once again joins Fey, playing the uneducated and immature Angie Ostrowiski, a surrogate assigned by an elite surrogacy broker (Sigourney Weaver). The film works in part because the story is well timed: increasingly, professional women are finding that the demands of their jobs force them to postpone starting families, and, like Kate, “while other women were getting pregnant, [they] were getting promotions.” The film also works, however, because Amy Poehler has the best on-screen chemistry with Tina Fey of any actor (save, perhaps, Alec Baldwin). In Baby Mama, Poehler and Fey play off of one another brilliantly. One of the funniest moments in the film occurs when free-spirited Angie (Poehler) moves in with uptight Kate (Fey). Angie awakes one morning to find that the apartment has been modified according to Kate’s obsessively high baby-safety standards. Unable to figure out the child safety lock on the toilet lid, Angie pees in the sink. Kate catches her in the act and chews her out. “I’m sorry that I broke one of your rules,” Angie sneers, and Kate replies, “You peed in the sink. I’m pretty sure that you broke one of everyone’s rules.”

In her next big film, Date Night (Levy 2010), a story about overworked professionals, Tina Fey could well be playing herself. Only in this version of her life, Steve Carell is her husband and mobsters are shooting at them. After learning that their friends are divorcing, Claire (Fey) and Phil (Carell) Foster try to spice up their own relationship. They leave the kids with a babysitter and head out for “date night.” The movie’s plot twists when the Fosters take the reservation of a no-show couple at an elite New York restaurant. Pretending to be the Tripplehorns gets them a table, but it also soon has them running for their lives as the henchmen of a local mob boss mistake them for the real Tripplehorns. The movie that unfolds falls into a relatively new genre of film called “marital action comedy” (Scott 2010). Though the movie did well at the box office and had decent DVD sales, this is probably not the role that Tina Fey will be remembered for in 50 years. An entertaining movie, Date Night falls short of comic genius. As A. O. Scott writes in his New York Times review, both Fey and Carell “are constrained by the drab formula demanded by long-form, big-screen entertainment” (2010). As viewers watching the DVD outtakes will quickly see, Carell and Fey, had they been unleashed to improvise and innovate, could have made this movie a laugh fest. In short, this is a movie that made money and gave Fey exposure, demonstrating that she’s more than capable of mainstream cinema. If only she had been asked to write the film as well as star in it.

According to Fey, “SNL is like high school, but at least in high school they tell you when to graduate” (Fey 2011, 169). Because she loved her SNL work and had such success with the show, she couldn’t envision her next step. Therefore, in true Daddy Warbucks fashion (only one of the metaphors Fey invokes to describe Michaels’s professional tutelage), Lorne Michaels persuaded Fey to seek a “development deal” with NBC (Fey 2011, 169). She made the deal in 2005, which meant that she got paid to come up with an idea for a show. Fey worried and obsessed for the next few months, finally pitching an idea, and, after several revisions and delays, 30 Rock was born. Loosely based on her experiences at SNL as head writer, 30 Rock even gets its name from the location of SNL studios (30 Rockefeller Plaza). More importantly, it seems to get its spirit from SNL. The people who work on 30 Rock, be they actors, writers, producers, or auxiliary staff, share a quirky and somewhat surreal view of the world. These are people who envision sandwiches so good they have their own union and actors so insane they require at least one “holder downer” in the entourage. And though the plots can get fairly bizarre, always keeping the show grounded is sweater-wearing, food-loving, “blerg!”-shouting, self-deprecating Tina Fey à la Liz Lemon.

Although the show ran for more than half a decade, it’s never been a ratings chart-topper. Fey quips, “we were an instant hit—like figs for dessert or bringing your guitar out at a party. We were New Coke!” (Fey 2011, 183). They had 5.5 million viewers their first season, but Fey concedes, “that counts as nothing” in today’s market. Still, the show is no slouch when it comes to accolades. Winner of an Emmy for Outstanding Comedy Series in its first season (Fey 2011, 194), 30 Rock has gone on to win another four Emmy Awards and two Golden Globes (“Awards for Tina Fey” 2011). Fey is able to sum up the show’s success in two words: Alec Baldwin (Fey 2011, 172). She writes of Baldwin, “He can play the emotion at the core of a scene—he is falling in love, his mother is torturing him, his mentor has been reincarnated as a peacock—while reciting long speeches word for word and hitting all the jokes with the right rhythm” (Fey 2011, 188). Though she is joking (sort of) in hanging all of the kudos on Baldwin, she genuinely respects and admires her powerhouse colleague. Fey, after all, wrote the initial pilot episode with Baldwin in mind, before she had even asked him if he would consider the part (Fey 2011, 170). She conceived the show’s tension as stemming from professional frustrations between her character and Baldwin’s Jack Donaghy, the extremely right-wing and arrogant executive who makes big changes to boost the show’s profit and visibility.

Though they don’t command center stage as often as Baldwin, the rest of the regulars on the show complement one another and Fey extremely well. Jane Krakowski and Tracy Morgan play the two stars of the comedy show, always grappling with one another for top billing and special treatment. Though this seems an exaggerated portrait of Fey’s experiences with actors on SNL, she notes in her autobiography that when SNL actors came to the writers “with ideas,” they almost always wanted more camera time and/or lines (Fey 2011, 122). The writing staff on the fictional show includes Judah Friedlander, Keith Powell, John Lutz, and Lonny Ross (who has since left the show), all of them incredibly good depictions of eccentric writers. Other stars on the show occupy menial roles within the studio’s hierarchy, but, as in real life, their contributions are crucial. Jack McBrayer is most notable for his role as Kenneth, a naïve but loveable “country” NBC page. His character has such staying power that pundits mercilessly mocked Louisiana governor Bobby Jindal for “channeling Kenneth The Page” in his response to Obama’s 2009 State of the Union address (Leo 2009).

A favorite feature of the show is the holy grail of guest stars Fey attracts, including Nathan Lane, Paul Reubens, Isabella Rossellini, Salma Hayek, Julianne Moore, Jennifer Aniston, Conan O’Brien, Michael Keaton, Whoopi Goldberg, Matt Damon, LL Cool J, Jon Bon Jovi, Jerry Seinfeld, Marisa Tomei, Steve Martin, Queen Latifah, Julia Louis-Dreyfus, Robert De Niro, Brian Williams, and even Oprah. Some of these stars portray themselves (such as Seinfeld and Oprah), but many more portray characters radically different from themselves. For example, Paul Reubens played an inbred Austrian prince, and Jennifer Aniston played a lunatic former roommate of Lemon’s.

While there’s no doubt that the many female comedians who came before her helped pave the way for Tina Fey’s success, there nevertheless remained a glass ceiling in the entertainment industry, in large part owing to a widely held belief among production executives that women can’t be funny. While there probably are still some dinosaurs clinging to this antiquated and ridiculous belief, given the success of Tina Fey, they aren’t long for this world.

Cammie M. Sublette
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FULLER, SIMON (1960–)

To say that Simon Fuller has had a global influence on popular culture would be an understatement. In 2007, Time named Fuller one of its 100 most influential people in the world, demonstrating his clout beyond just the entertainment industry. For example, when Nelson Mandela famously said, “This is one of the greatest moments in my life,” one might assume that he was referring to his release after 27 years in prison, seeing the end of apartheid in his beloved South Africa, or even accepting his Nobel Peace Prize. In reality, Mandela was speaking about meeting the pop group the Spice Girls, whom Fuller had molded into one of the most popular and profitable female groups of all time. From his success in the music industry to his domination of the Nielsen ratings via American Idol, Fuller has accomplished more than even he could have imagined when he first entered the entertainment industry more than 30 years ago. Along the way he also managed to shape reality television into a fully-formed genre of its own and drastically change the way the music industry operates. But for all his success, Fuller is still one to shy away from the spotlight, rarely granting interviews and preferring to work his magic behind the scenes. While he’s proven to be an expert at creating celebrities, he’s reluctant to join their ranks himself.

Born on May 17, 1960, Simon Fuller’s childhood was hardly typical. His father, a pilot in the Royal Air Force, helped establish schools in British territories around the world, serving as both teacher and headmaster. The youngest of three sons, Simon was born in Cyprus during one of his father’s periods abroad and would spend a significant portion of his childhood on the small island nation as well as in Ghana, where his father’s next school would be established. The family returned to England when Simon was 11, where he would enroll in grammar school with his father once again serving as the headmaster.

Despite spending much of his youth overseas, Fuller was always interested in music. From his older brothers playing the guitar to the musical revolution that shook the world in the 1960s, he was surrounded by and enamored with the popular music of the day. Fuller states, “My first ten years were spent listening to some of the greatest music ever played, particularly the Beatles.… I’d been hearing music all the time and it was a big part of my life” (Rushfield 2011, 5). But with no real talent for playing an instrument or singing, Fuller found other ways to involve himself with music. In high school, he started a record club that would lay the groundwork for his eventual journey into the music business. He charged members 50 pence to join, and the dues were used to purchase a record player the club could use. As the club grew in popularity, so did Fuller’s business acumen. He began booking bands for school dances, and at the age of 17, he parlayed that skill into getting local bands booked at clubs and working as a manager. After graduating high school, he continued booking his bands in bigger venues in London and used the profits to record demos for his artists. Fuller would continue managing and booking bands in college and even signed one of his bands, the Teen Beats, to a small record label. Under his guidance, the Teen Beats had a hit in Canada with a cover of the song, “I Can’t Control Myself.” Despite the band’s negligible success in their native England, Fuller’s excitement over the group’s success was soaring. He promptly dropped out of school to focus on his burgeoning career, but the Teen Beats would break up only a few short months later. With his future as a manager uncertain, he took his first job at a major record label in 1981 as a talent scout for Chrysalis.
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Simon Fuller, 2008. (AP Photo/Danny Moloshok, File)

Fuller rose quickly through the ranks at Chrysalis and was seen as executive material because of his uncanny ability to identify talent and recognize a potential hit; to wit, one of his first major acquisitions was bringing Madonna’s “Holiday” to the studio. But despite his meteoric rise and likelihood of further success with the company, Fuller left the label at the age of 24 to branch out and start his own company. Almost immediately, before he’d even finished setting up an office, his sense of talent paid off when one of his first clients, a British singer named Paul Hardcastle, scored a hit with his song “19.” The song would reach #1 in the United Kingdom (among numerous other countries), and instantly Fuller’s fledgling company had become a success. In honor of his first hit, Fuller named his company 19.

While Fuller and his company continued to grow, the act that would make him an international force in the music industry was an all-girl group called the Spice Girls. Originally called Spice, the band was formed in 1994 as a result of a magazine ad calling for young women who could sing and dance to be part of a new pop act in Britain. After a lengthy audition process, the five women selected began working on demos. However, unhappy with the direction their managers, the father and son team of Bob and Chris Herbert, were taking them, the girls began shopping around for new management. They took meetings with many up-and-comers in the music industry at the time, including an A&R rep at BMG named Simon Cowell. Speaking about it years later, Cowell would say, “My biggest regret was not signing the Spice Girls. Simon Fuller, whom I went on to work with on American Idol, became their manager” (Cowell 2003, 80–81).

In early 1995, the Spice Girls landed at the door of Simon Fuller. What happened next would take the music industry and the world by storm. As Fuller took control of the group, he began using their diverse personalities and images to create a media empire. More than just a manager, he became the creator of what would become the biggest female group of all time. He personally selected every aspect of the group’s music and image, tailoring both to fit what he perceived as the pop music landscape of the 1990s. One year later in 1996, the Spice Girls scored a #1 hit around the world with their single “Wannabe.” Soon the mainstream press began regularly covering the group, and paparazzi were following them around 24 hours a day. It was at this point that Fuller used his control over the group and their image to create an unprecedented media empire. Beyond the Girls’ first album (which sold over 30 million copies), Fuller worked out promotional deals with global advertisers like Pepsi and Polaroid, and arranged a merchandising and distribution deal with Target. Dolls were created in each of the Girls’ likenesses, and a Sony PlayStation video game was developed where players would choose songs for the girls to perform and practice their choreography. In what many see as the beginning of the Spice Girls’ overexposure, Columbia Pictures released the motion picture Spice World (Spiers) on January 23, 1998. In the film, the girls are faced with a series of comical and fantastical ordeals on the way to a performance at Royal Albert Hall. While the film performed well at the box office, reviews from both critics and audience members were generally negative. Behind the scenes, Fuller continued directing the Spice Girls juggernaut and earned himself the nickname “Svengali Spice” because of his masterful management of the group.

But despite a global empire and two successful albums, the Spice Girls fired Fuller as their manager in November 1997. It has been widely suggested that some members of the group resented Fuller’s control over them, both stylistically and musically. However, once the Girls began managing themselves, problems quickly arose. Record sales dropped, concert attendance dwindled, and Geri Halliwell left the group to pursue a solo career. By late 2000, the Spice Girls had broken up. Fuller would return to manage the group in 2007 for their comeback world tour, but the empire they had once created was gone forever.

Following his spilt with the Spice Girls, Fuller decided that his next project would delve into the realm of television. He envisioned creating another supergroup like the Spice Girls, but this time he would build it from the ground up. Inspired by the formula used for the Monkees, Fuller planned to audition teenage performers to be on a television show and release the group’s albums concurrently. Fuller hired seven young performers to be in the group and debuted the series in the United Kingdom with the name Miami 7 (the group itself would be called S Club 7). The show was renamed S Club 7 in Miami for its American broadcast and ran on ABC Family from 1999 to 2000. The group produced several hit songs, and multiple iterations of the show followed. Following his previous strategies for marketing the Spice Girls, Fuller’s new group was becoming recognized worldwide, complete with dolls of the cast and a feature film. While S Club 7 would never become as popular as his previous act, Fuller had once again created a media empire of which most in the industry would be envious.

However, what is particularly noteworthy about Fuller’s experience working on S Club 7 is that it was his first taste of auditioning talent on a large scale, with performers directly competing against each other for a shot at stardom. The process for S Club 7 had required that he use talent scouts and open calls, but Fuller could see that with the Internet quickly becoming a global medium, the audition process could be revolutionized. He states, “I was imagining … that if I had this huge audition where people online registered to be in my next project, I could choose talent and then work with them in different ways” (Rushfield 2011, 12). Fuller originally conceived using this process to cast the next group of S Club performers, but instead combined this new approach to auditions with the more traditional talent search competitions that had been mainstays of TV programming for decades. His new show would eventually come to be known as Pop Idol.

Fuller encountered some early difficulties getting his idea for a talent competition green-lit, so he enlisted the help of television producer Nigel Lythgoe, who was a producer of another talent show already airing in the United Kingdom called Popstars. Despite the similarities, Fuller perceived some distinct flaws in the Popstars format that he planned to fix with his own show. Fuller’s show would be exclusively dedicated to singing (as compared to Popstars’ singing, acting, and dancing components) and would allow viewers at home the opportunity to vote each week. As author Richard Rushfield notes, “Essentially, Pop Idol planned to take the power away from the record executives and let the people play label bigwig by letting them decide who got the recording contract” (2011, 18). The genius inherent in this new concept was that Fuller was giving people records from artists that they were actively supporting. He created the company 19 TV as a result of selling Pop Idol in Britain, and lured Lythgoe away from Popstars to produce Pop Idol by offering him a full partnership in the new company. But Fuller states that in order to get Pop Idol off the ground, he needed two things: “One was a record company, because I was a management company, to offer the prize and to drive the show. Then also a kind of partner in crime, someone who could work with me, who knew the artists, who could be on the panel” (Rushfield 2011, 27). Fuller would find both of these things in the person who would eventually become the primary face of his television empire: Simon Cowell. With Cowell working beside him, the Pop Idol winners would be managed by Fuller’s company 19, and Cowell (through BMG) would handle making their records. To facilitate the production and look of the show, Fuller would eventually give one-third of Pop Idol ownership to FreemantleMedia, a television production company that would help Fuller bring his vision into the home of millions of viewers.

Pop Idol proved to be wildly successful in Britain, and from there Fuller began working to bring his show to the biggest stage in entertainment: America. But getting American networks to buy the popular British series proved harder than expected. The major networks were leery of singing competition shows, since many early musical reality shows in the United States had not been very successful (like the WB’s Popstars) or produced lackluster artists (like MTV’s Making the Band, which produced the group O-Town). But Fox eventually picked up the newly rechristened American Idol when Rupert Murdoch’s 32-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, reportedly convinced her father that the show could be as big a success in America as it was overseas. From there, one of the most watched series in television history was launched.

The almost instant popularity of American Idol helped shape the burgeoning reality television genre that had emerged as a staple of prime-time network television only a couple of years prior with the debut of Survivor in 2000. In the wake of its success, talent-based competitions began emerging on every channel and for every conceivable skill. Fuller would personally go on to cocreate the show So You Think You Can Dance with his American Idol executive producer Nigel Lythgoe. Also following in the wake of Idol’s popularity would be hit shows like ABC’s Dancing with the Stars and NBC’s America’s Got Talent. But more than just establishing the genre, Fuller also inadvertently created the formula for how all of the other shows would work. Despite originally looking to have four judges on the show, Fuller was forced to make do with only three, including the sharp-tongued and brutally honest Simon Cowell. While conventional thinking might have said that such harsh criticism of contestants would turn audience members away, Cowell’s rude (but straightforward) opinions quickly made him a fan favorite to watch. Subsequently, most other talent competitions were eager to find at least one judge who would serve as Cowell’s analog on their show. As Rushfield notes, “By season 8 [of American Idol], the three-judge combination, with its familiar nice-to-mean spectrum, was so widely imitated that it was hard to remember that Idol had, in fact, been the show to popularize it, if not create it” (2011, 229).

Just as he had done with the Spice Girls, Fuller created a media empire around American Idol after the success of the first season. Drawing on his experience with the Spice Girls, Fuller launched an American Idol tour of 40 cities; licensed a range of memorabilia including t-shirts, posters, magnets, and tote bags; and even produced a movie featuring his Season 1 finalists, From Justin to Kelly (2003). As the show’s ratings have increased over the seasons, so has the prestige of the American Idol brand. Music’s biggest stars continue to make appearances as guest judges, mentors, and performers each season, and the show consistently claims the top two spots in the Nielsen ratings each week (the Tuesday performance show generally edges out the Wednesday results show for the top spot). In an effort to use the American Idol brand for philanthropic endeavors, the show began putting on semiannual “Idol Gives Back” episodes, which feature performances from A-list musicians and have even warranted a message from President Barack Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama praising the show’s efforts. As of 2010, the show raised over $180 million for children’s charities and African relief. Most people would be hard pressed to think of a television show (much less one from the neophyte reality genre) that has had such a major influence in the entertainment field.

But more than its charitable efforts, Fuller and his achievements have changed some of the fundamental precepts of the music industry. Prior to his shows, record sales could be directly correlated with radio play and chart placement. Pop Idol and American Idol changed the recording industry by showing that radio airplay wasn’t necessary to sell records. Television can just as easily serve as a medium for people to experience and access new music. For example, when America went to war with Iraq in March 2003, the Season 2 finalists performed Lee Greenwood’s “God Bless the U.S.A.” that night at the beginning of the show (as well as again at the end due to the overwhelming response). When the single was released shortly after, it went to #1 on the sales charts. This would be one of many instances where American Idol would produce a hit record for its contestants. With iTunes becoming a more dominant force in the music industry, many of Idol’s contestants have had the top downloads from the music provider before their season is even over. To date, American Idol has sold over 120 million songs on iTunes since partnering with the company in 2008 (Rushfield 2011, 253). And in a feat that would have been preposterous to consider 10 years ago, the television series Glee recently set new Billboard records (without the benefit of radio airplay), and it isn’t a stretch to say that the show owes at least a modicum of its success to Fuller and American Idol.

But from an entertainment standpoint, record sales and Nielsen ratings are fleeting and can only sustain an individual’s notoriety for so long. Fuller provides contestants what other reality TV show like Survivor and The Bachelor can’t: actual fame. He gives contestants a shot at much more than 15 minutes for being on one of the multitude of reality shows that have propagated over the last decade. He presents them with the opportunity for achieving sustained and earned fame that can be readily extended and enhanced. Instead of a million dollars, American Idol offers its contestants a shot at something much more valuable and life changing. As Rushfield suggests, “The currency is fame, and it’s bigger than money, more desired than power” (2001, 1). In this way, American Idol truly represents the American Dream, where anyone with talent and a willingness to work hard can make their dreams come true. As Simon Cowell noted in 2003 of Season 2 contestant Clay Aiken, “Clay is the American dream. Six months ago he was a geeky-looking kid … Today Clay is probably the most talked about singer in America” (Cowell 2003, 205). Fuller himself reiterated this line of thinking when he said, “Someone who is just ordinary one day can become the next superstar. Just look at what Kelly Clarkson and Clay Aiken did, what Carrie is doing. It’s that empowering of America” (Braxton 2006, E1). It is, perhaps, ironic that it was Fuller, a Brit trying to find success in the States, who made the American dream of finding fame and fortune an attainable goal for people in this country.

Fuller’s clients, however, are not restricted to the contestants from the show, or even musicians. In addition to managing the top Idol contestants from each season, he also works with artists such as Annie Lennox, Cathy Dennis, and the late Amy Winehouse. Fuller has also managed several of his former Spice Girls as solo acts, including Victoria Beckham. Beckham’s husband, soccer star David Beckham, is also a client, and Fuller was instrumental in masterminding the British star’s move from Real Madrid to the Los Angeles Galaxy for a reported $250 million in 2007. Fuller’s success in music has allowed him to branch out into other areas of entertainment, such as partnering with fashion designer Roland Mouret and managing the estate of Elvis Presley.

During Season 9 of American Idol (Cowell’s last on the show), Fuller became a regular at broadcasts, quietly sitting in the back and observing. With the future of his empire uncertain, Fuller began once again looking for new ways to innovate and find talent that the viewers could relate to and get behind. Building on what Idol had done by transforming “ordinary” people into stars, Fuller created the web series If I Can Dream, which featured five aspiring entertainers living in a house in Beverly Hills. Agreeing to be filmed day and night, cameras followed the would-be stars as they pursued their dreams in the entertainment industry. This would, like American Idol, allow viewers to follow their journey from unknowns to potential superstars.

It’s not a stretch to say that for many, American Idol may be the closest thing that has ever existed to a real-life fairy tale. With its charming heroes and beautiful maidens, American Idol provides contestants with a noble quest that requires perseverance, determination, and belief. But perhaps most importantly in this modern-day fairy tale is Simon Fuller, a fairy godfather granting wishes and creating the “Happily Ever After” for entertainers around the globe. And while not every contestant who appears on the show will have a career in the music industry, Fuller managed to take a waitress from Texas named Kelly and turn her into the first of many household names.

Kristin M. Barton
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GINSBERG, ALLEN (1926–1997)

It was August 25, 1968, a Sunday, in Chicago, Illinois. Ten thousand people rallied to demonstrate at the Democratic National Convention. The Democratic Party was seeking a new presidential candidate following Lyndon B. Johnson’s end of term. Demonstrators were seeking recognition of their outrage against candidate Hubert Humphrey, the U.S. presence in Vietnam, and the recent assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4 and Robert F. Kennedy on June 5 of that same year. These 10,000 demonstrators were met with 23,000 armed police. The demonstration had been organized by several radical groups, who collectively called themselves “the Movement.” Instead of encouraging the participants to remain peaceful in the face of violence, the Movement armed its demonstrators with knowledge of karate prior to the demonstration. The armed police and the angry demonstrators met, but they did not speak to one another. The tension escalated. The police blocked all of the exits. Maoist leaders began to call for a physical confrontation (Morgan 2006, 254). Then a hairy bohemian man took up a microphone and, in an effort to calm the scene, began to continuously chant “OM.” This man ended up chanting for over seven hours, creating one of the most iconic sounds of the flower power generation—a phrase, according to Ann Charters, that Allen Ginsberg, the man who was chanting, and one of the most influential Beat poets and minds of his time, coined (“Allen Ginsberg’s Life”).

Allen Ginsberg was born on June 3, 1926. To understand the America he would change in the 1960s, one must understand the America in which he grew up during the 1930s, 1940s, and the 1950s. The 1930s would be marked by the Great Depression. This decade would produce hardworking Americans that had to uproot their families in order to earn money. These hard workers would then go to war in the 1940s. The Second World War would produce a monster America that would drop the bombs that killed huge numbers of Japanese in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, produce an unbelievable amount of war weaponry, and, with the aid of the Allies, free those in concentration camps and end the war. America became a superpower. In the 1950s, this America would produce a homogenous, ideally American image of itself to project back to its people in TV shows like Leave It to Beaver, Make Room for Daddy, and Father Knows Best (Kallen 1999, 93). This 1950s America was a superpower on the international front, and, at home, “America” was forcing its people to conform to one idea of happiness and success through the idea of the American Dream. Even though America was a global and domestic superpower, Allen Ginsberg and several poet groups of the 1950s and 1960s saw it as a nation in massive decline. The rest of the world had more people, power, and resources. To Ginsberg and many protesters of the 1960s, America was not an ideal place.

[image: image]

Allen Ginsberg, 1966. (AP Photo)

Ginsberg, unlike the ideal “nuclear” American, was a gay, Jewish, middle-class boy with a clinically insane mother and a poet father. He would never be part of the stereotypical homogenous America. He was born into a political family. His mother, Naomi Ginsberg, openly aligned herself with Communism, which was taboo in America, and she brought Allen, as a child, with her to Communist party meetings (Morgan 2006, 226). Naomi would spend a large portion of her life in mental hospitals. Allen’s father, Louis, was a lyric poet, which exposed his son to the power of words and poetry early in life. Louis and Allen would ultimately keep in touch for a large part of Allen’s life until Louis’s death in 1976.

Allen graduated high school in New York in 1942 at the age of 17. He followed a high school crush, a man named Lucien Carr, to Columbia University that fall. It is at Columbia that Ginsberg befriended the founders of the Beat Generation: Jack Kerouac and William S. Burroughs (a Harvard graduate), among others (Kallen 1999, 87). This group began to build the foundations for a movement of art that Ginsberg would call, “the most individual, uninfluenced, unrepressed, uninhibited expression of art” in the late 1940s (qtd. in Caveney 1999, 35). This movement would be expressed in written poetry in the 1950s and be enacted by the masses in the 1960s. This poetry would help create a movement that rejected war, the stifling rigidity of the academy, and the laws (social and judicial) that prevented one from actualizing the power of one’s own body. For the Beats, that meant rejecting the laws that prevented drug experimentation and rejecting social norms and niceties. For example, Ginsberg advocated drug experimentation, and he openly challenged those who had jurisdiction over those laws. At a reading in 1956, he also broke social norms by, in response to a heckler who asked if Ginsberg was trying to “prove nakedness,” removing all of his clothes (Caveney 1999, 79). Another version of the story as noted by Bill Morgan was that Ginsberg stripped in defense of another poet, Gregory Corso (2006, 206). Regardless, that night Ginsberg was reading a poem describing a generation of victims of the massively perfect “America” who want to be “publishing obscene odes on the windows of the skull, who cowered in unshaven rooms in underwear, burning their money in wastebaskets and listening to the Terror through the wall.” That poem was “Howl.”

“Howl” is probably Allen Ginsberg’s most famous poem, with “Kaddish” being the second most famous. Ginsberg said that “Howl” was to be “an incantation—a defiant celebration of the madman who had been destroyed by corporate America” (qtd. in Caveney 1999, 74). The person who is left abandoned by this America is the Beat (Callan 2006, 18). “Howl” debuted on October 13, 1955, at a reading at Six Gallery in San Francisco with poetic greats including Gary Snyder, Michael McClure, Philip Lamantia, and Philip Whalen (Caveney 1999, 98). That night was so charged that every line Ginsberg read of this early form of the poem was followed by a cheer from the crowd and an emphatic “Go!” from Jack Kerouac (Morgan 2006, 250). Following the event, Ginsberg received a note from a bookstore owner named Lawrence Ferlinghetti, who agreed to publish his poetry. This publication opened a door for the Beats that had seemed impossible for them to crack. Ginsberg’s iconic poem “Howl” would sell tens of thousands of copies worldwide, and through his work, in the 1960s the public and those in power would discover the power of poetry to transform.

Though “Howl” was an immediate success, the police and corporate America did not appreciate Ginsberg’s inability to conform to the tranquil image of 1950s America. The language of the poem is quite graphic, which led to a Customs’ battle regarding obscenity. Five hundred copies of the text were seized by U.S. Customs after being printed overseas. In response, Ferlinghetti attempted and succeeded in having Howl and Other Poems printed in the United States. However, shortly thereafter, two police officers entered Ferlinghetti’s shop and proceeded to buy the book. The officers later returned to arrest him for selling obscene literature. Ferlinghetti went to trial. Once at trial, several members of the literary community wrote letters or testified in defense of “Howl.” Judge Horn, the presiding judge, ruled that the work had “redeeming social value” (qtd. in Morgan 2006, 250). Therefore, the work was allowed to remain in Ferlinghetti’s shop. Bill Morgan sees Horn’s decision as one of considerable precedent that paved the way for other controversial books to be published in the future (2006, 250). This trial gained national attention, and it was just one of many of Ginsberg’s confrontations with the law.

Ginsberg always advocated his friends’ writing and art. He personally contacted presses seeking publication of their works, even going so far as to defend them when reviews were published against their writings, as seen in his letter to the editor of The New York Times sent in May 1959 in defense of Jack Kerouac (Morgan 2006, 221). Even though he was known for his willingness to assist his friends in publishing, he was not very successful. However, in 1956, the year “Howl” was published, his voice was given a much greater weight that would help propel his friends into the spotlight. His style was typical of Beat writing; it was “a form of spontaneous writing that was not ‘stream of consciousness’ or ‘automatic writing’ but aimed at writing what was on his mind by being aware of what he was thinking, as he was thinking it” (Morgan 2006, 158). He learned this style from his oldest friend, Jack Kerouac, but Ginsberg would also continually adapt his style of writing to other poets of the time like Robert Duncan, Charles Olson, William S. Burroughs, and others.

One of the most important aspects of the Beat movement was its advocacy of drug use. This was not the same as advocating drug addiction. Ginsberg promoted the experiences acquired by using different drugs once or a few times. This distinction was important to him because it allowed people to pharmaceutically experiment with their bodies but not give themselves over to addiction. If one is not abusing drugs, what is wrong with pushing one’s body further to experience life in a different way? And why should the government dictate how one can manipulate one’s own body? These questions were important to the Beats, even as they ignored the possibility of addiction and abuse sure to befall some users.

The Beats brought drug culture to the forefront of American media and culture. They fought for an America that allowed its citizens to be free to do what they wanted with their bodies. Their endorsement of drugs came from personal experience, and leading the charge for legalized drugs was Ginsberg. Throughout his life he would sample drugs from all over the world. Ginsberg was an early sampler of LSD, and he would always try a drug once (see December 8, 1960, letter to Gregory Corso qtd. in Morgan 2008, 235). Most notably, in 1960, Ginsberg traveled to Chile to read “Howl.” He then came back to America having discovered the drug Ayahuasca, a powerful hallucinogen (Caveney 1999, 98). Publicly, he attested to the unbelievable experience he had while on the drug. Ginsberg would argue drugs open up one’s ability to function in new and exciting ways. His public endorsement was also not unique, as other famous and powerful celebrities of the hippie generation like Willem de Kooning, Thelonious Monk, and Robert Lowell, also advocated experimentation with drugs.

Not only was Ginsberg advocating the use of drugs, but he also was devoted to informing the public about the bureaucracy behind drug laws in America. In 1961, Harry Anslinger, first commissioner of the U.S. Bureau of Narcotics, was trying to pass stricter drug laws. Prior to Anslinger’s bill, doctors had full control over drug administration. However, Anslinger wanted to hand power over to the police. From Ginsberg’s point of view, this shift meant that drug control would be to the burden of the people and the benefit of the politicians (Morgan 2006, 323). In response to Anslinger’s bill, Ginsberg attempted to unite all of the different famous people he had met to publicly endorse the benefits to drug use. He even attempted to publish the LaGuardia Report, which was written by a commission on behalf of the New York Academy and touted the benefits of marijuana use (Morgan 2006, 322). Through his efforts, Ginsberg learned more about what he believed was the government’s corruption in regard to regulating drug use. He began to target Anslinger in particular as he saw him as a power-crazed bureaucrat who was not interested in representing or benefiting people through his department. Ginsberg felt that the only benefit to the increasing amount of red tape that Anslinger created was more power and jobs for the members of that department. If the red tape was abolished, there would be no need for a black market for drug distribution. Again, this example is only one of many of one man fighting against the government. Ginsberg wanted a government that represented the needs of its people.

Four years later, on March 15, 1965, Ginsberg addressed Congress in defense of LSD usage, stating that he had been on LSD with the Hells Angels. Through their use of the drug, he said, the outlaws felt a sense of unity rather than conflict. Though he did not make a dent in the illegality of using certain drugs, Ginsberg pushed the media to talk about the drug culture in the United States, something that had been thrust out of the media in the 1950s (see Aronson’s film for footage from Ginsberg’s plea with Congress).

While the Beats advocated for a government that would listen to and change according to its citizens’ needs, Ginsberg and several of the Beat poets saw, in the 1960s, a government that valued conformity above all. This grew out of the conformity of the 1950s, which Ginsberg noted in regard to the Rosenberg case in a telegram he wrote to Dwight Eisenhower on June 16, 1953: “Rosenbergs are pathetic, government will sordid, execution obscene, America caught in crucifixion machine, only barbarians want them burned I say stop it before we fill our souls with death-house horror” (Morgan 2008, 90). Ginsberg advocated passive resistance. He believed in resolving situations by disarming the conflict. Wisely, he wanted protestors to present themselves as calm, rational, valuable citizens, not as enraged madmen.

One of the most important political messages that the Beats and the Movement wanted to impart was one of peace. The 1960s would forever be marked by the civil rights movement, assassinations, and the Vietnam War, all of which resulted in the loss of American lives. Even though the message from the Beats (and particularly Ginsberg) was one of peaceful resistance, several groups would change their message of peace to violence, which is what happened at the Democratic National Convention of 1968.

Finally, Ginsberg advocated personal freedom. He began to formulate this theory in high school (for more on his political stance while in high school, see his letter to the New York Times written on June 11, 1942, in his Letters [Morgan 2008, 2]). His idea was that there was a higher purpose in life that all should work to fulfill, encompassing obliterating physical, spiritual, emotional, or social boundaries and letting people exist in a perfect world free of limitations and pressures (Morgan 2006, 104). America presented an image of a fulfilled people, but the Beats and other voices of the 1960s wanted marginalized groups to be represented and respected for their power.

The U.S. government promised to represent its people, but Ginsberg believed they actually marginalized certain voices, which meant not all of its citizens could exist freely and happily. Ginsberg saw himself as a victim of this America and worked to strengthen marginalized voices. Interestingly, even though he would fight drug laws, approach national politics, and defend racial equality on the national stage, Ginsberg suffered from low self-esteem (Morgan 2006, 59). He was in constant need of attention and fulfillment from others. He went through periods of isolation and suicidal thoughts. Ginsberg was fulfilled by the success of his friends in ways he was never fulfilled by drugs, poetry, friends, love, and so on. He was always conscious of the actual Ginsberg as opposed to his public celebrity persona.

To understand the Bohemian movement of the 1960s, one has to understand how interconnected all of its leaders were. Ginsberg had been in the spotlight since 1956 when “Howl” was published. His fame was instantaneous. He would be invited to read “Howl” and other poems around the world for the next 20 years. He was recognized by the Beatles at a concert, and he appeared in Bob Dylan videos and other films. Ginsberg was invited to meet international dignitaries, and he was chosen as master of ceremonies at events around the world. He was the average American bohemian who could transcend the average and change the world.

One of the most stifling hubs of production and repression that Ginsberg and the Beats would affect was the Academy. He and the Beats met at Columbia, but many of the Beats would struggle to complete their education. Ginsberg completed his undergraduate degree, but even though he enrolled subsequently at Berkeley, he never earned his master’s degree. One of the reasons for this was because he found the Academy to be old and too traditional (Morgan 2006, 210). His work and his message were about being accessible and writing work for the people and about the people’s perspectives. To be successful in the movement did not mean being the richest, smartest, or most educated—rather, Ginsberg and the Beats were interested in accepting the untamed, unedited voice of the individual perspective (Wills 2006, 92). This was vastly different from the rigid structures of the university of the 1940s through the 1960s. For example, countless times, Ginsberg was invited to host a poetry reading at notable universities around the world. However, once he had completed reading a poem, he might be ushered off the campus, lauded, censored, punished, or defamed by the students or the faculty for his lewd writing or language.

Even though the Academy did not openly support the Beats consistently, for decades universities across the country continued to open their doors to Beat poetry by having readings. Ginsberg and other radical poets would ultimately find their way back to the university system. In 1963, he was invited to teach in Toronto for the summer with other iconic poets of the 1960s, including Charles Olson, Robert Duncan, Denise Levertov, Philip Whalen, and Robert Creeley. Ginsberg also started the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics in 1974 in Boulder, Colorado. There he taught poetry and criticism in the vein of Kerouac’s spontaneous style.

Allen Ginsberg was arguably the most focused and pivotal artist of the Beat writers. While his comrades had emotional, criminal, or drug-induced problems, Ginsberg remained energized and focused on the voice of the individual American. He wrote poetry that pushed the stigmas and limits the U.S. government and media placed on language, nudity, and drug usage. He wrote poetry that tried to expose the fractured experience of marginalized America. Having succeeded, he used his voice to advocate an America that could be all it could be on drugs that enhanced life experience. Ginsberg became an international sensation as a bohemian without limits. While shows like Leave It to Beaver gained popularity across the country as examples of consecrated portraits of the American dream, Ginsberg showed an America that needed drugs, freedom of speech, and racial equality. He pushed media to show the real America, not the manufactured one of sitcoms. He challenged laws, the media, academia, and the government itself in his poetry. Ginsberg would be honored throughout his life, and he continued to write many poems and appear on many television programs until his death on April 5, 1997. Though now passed, his influence on innumerable writers and social activists continues unabated.

Karen Woolie
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GRAHAM, MARTHA (1894–1991)

There are moments that can change the course of your life forever. For 17-year-old Martha Graham (born May 11, 1894 in Pittsburgh, PA), fate altered her life’s direction in 1911 while she was walking down the street in her hometown of Santa Barbara, California. As she passed a store window, her eye caught a small poster. The picture of a very beautiful woman carefully poised for the camera mesmerized her. The woman was arranged on a throne-like platform and was wearing a jeweled yoke over a rather tight-fitting bodice and skirt. She was shrouded in garlands of flowers, and her arms were covered in bangles. Her closed eyes and face raised in spiritual ecstasy captivated young Graham as she stood on the sidewalk drinking in every detail. The poster bore the information that would change her forever. The beautiful woman who had captured the girl’s imagination was dancer Ruth St. Denis, who would perform a series of eight solo shows at the Los Angeles Mason Opera House at the end of April (Stodelle 1984, 10). Graham set her sights on a meeting with destiny.

Her father, Dr. Graham agreed to take Martha to Los Angeles for the performance. She relished having her father to herself for the show, and when he pinned on a corsage of violets to her dress, she was sure she had already experienced the perfect evening. However, it was merely a prologue for something so profound that nothing could have prepared her for the revelation that viewing the dance would have on her future. Martha had no idea she was witnessing Ruth St. Denis’s experiment with modern dance. St. Denis had dropped the pointe shoes of classical ballet and performed in bare feet, a radical move in the world of dance. As the curtain opened on St. Denis, she began her dance-drama Egypta (Stodelle 1984, 11). Martha was enraptured. The tall, beautiful St. Denis floated on the stage in a red wig with long beaded braids. As she broke into her lively dance with a tambourine, her skirt flowed flirtatiously around her lithe body. Her eyes flashed as she drew Martha and the audience into her staged world. St. Denis then beckoned Martha into the world of Isis and finally into a series of her most famous solos; Incense, The Cobras, Nautch, Yogi, and Radha. Martha believed she was experiencing an initiation into the mysterious rites of the Orient. The Cobras was a dance she long remembered after the evening came to a close. St. Denis danced the role of a snake charmer. She was clad in rags and a turban with unkempt hair. She used her expressive arms to represent the snakes. The illusion was complete with two green rings on each hand acting as the cobras’ eyes. The dance ended with the curtain dropping as the cobras struck the charmer. The theatergoers around Martha sat in stunned silence as the house lights came back on (Stodelle 1984, 11).

As she walked out of the theater that evening, Graham knew that she would be a dancer. The odds were not in her favor. At 17, she was too old. Dancers who had honed their skills since they could walk were ready to hit their prime at her age, and she had not had even a moment of formal instruction. More importantly, her father believed that dance was not a valid career choice. He had plans for her to attend college out east, perhaps Vassar. Additionally, dance was considered sinful in the strict Calvinistic world of her parents. Despite their opinions about her career choice, in the summer of 1916, 22-year-old Martha Graham finally enrolled in Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn’s Denishawn School of Dancing and Related Arts. St. Denis required new students to perform a diagnostic lesson before being accepted into her program. Graham was no exception. St. Denis strode into the room in a long flowing skirt and sat regally before her while sizing her up. She saw nothing extraordinary, just a little plump, dark-haired girl with a plain and serious face. Then St. Denis commanded, “Now dance for me” (Stodelle 1984, 19). Graham was dismayed. She had waited five long years for the opportunity to enroll in Denishawn. She had never had a day of formal dance training, and now her idol wanted to see her perform. Graham overcame her shock at the request, and managed to move around the floor in some jerky movements that did nothing to impress her audience. Ultimately, St. Denis decided that Graham would be a student of her husband, Ted Shawn, to whom she sent students she believed lacked potential (Stodelle 1984, 20). While St. Denis did not see a spark in Graham, her husband began to understand that there was a certain untapped genius to the young woman that perhaps his wife had overlooked.
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Martha Graham, 1932. (AP Photo)

It was in the summer of 1917 that Shawn finally saw what Graham would become. The assignment in his class that day was the development of a Moorish dance. Graham danced with a passion and fervor he never dreamed she had. He pulled her aside as the class filed out of the practice hall and said, “You seem to know instinctively how to project, your movements were strong, clean-cut, and accurate. With faith and hard work you will grow into a fine dramatic dancer” (Stodelle 1984, 26–27). Within two years, Shawn developed a ballet, Xochitl, specifically to showcase Graham’s talents. She premiered the dance in Long Beach, California, in 1920 and was immediately booked for a vaudeville tour.

Riding the coattails of her acclaim with Xochitl, Graham left Denishawn in 1923 to take on New York (Stodelle 1984, 43). By 1926, she had formed the Martha Graham Dance Company, which is still based in New York City (“About the Martha Graham Dance Company”). She is credited with creating a new theory of movement, along with other innovations that became the hallmarks of American modern dance. Over her lifetime, she choreographed 181 works. Graham, noted as one of the leading proponents of the modern dance movement, took dance from the classical Italian, French, and Russian ballet to a free and youthful celebration proclaiming internal truths with real-life issues instead of the external truths of the mythological ballets created and danced by her predecessors. Not only did the staging of these dances change, but the music used to showcase the message and the dancers became more contemporary, too. Modern dance companies such as Alvin Ailey Dance Theater, Pilobolus Dance Theater, Hubbard Street Dance Chicago, and Parsons Dance Company use the work of Martha Graham as the basis for their modern dance expressions.

Classical ballet as practiced in France, Italy, and Russia focused on technique and training. Dancers were expected to master high jumps and smooth, fast movements across the stage; costuming was adjusted to show the athleticism and bodylines of the fine-tuned dancers, and tutus were shortened in order to see the line of their legs (“Martha Graham and Modern Dance”). Dance was a product of Europe, and by the early 1900s the time was ripe in America to take this classical art form and make it truly American. Martha Graham was the woman with the training and the vision to make it happen. Graham had three major predecessors that paved the way for her new style of dance: Loie Fuller, Isadora Duncan, and Ruth St. Denis. Loie Fuller incorporated theatrical elements into her dance. She played with gas lighting and the effect it had on making the audience focus on what was being manipulated. Isadora Duncan was critical of classical ballet because she believed it was contrary to what was natural since it made the woman’s body look unnatural. Duncan shed the confines of shoes and opted for her bare feet to be in contact with the floor. She also discarded the classical costuming of traditional dance and instead chose free-flowing clothes inspired by Greek art. This was daring at a time when women still wore corsets, and it was quite unladylike to reveal your ankles. Ruth St. Denis, the muse of the young Martha Graham, began her career as a vaudeville performer. She was heavily influenced by the dance and drama of Eastern cultures and reinterpreted these ideas into her own choreographed pieces (“Martha Graham and Modern Dance”). These women provided a basis for Graham to build a new dance form.

Initially, Graham worked only with women in the Martha Graham Dance Company, though Erick Hawkins would eventually join her troupe in 1938 (they later married, though it proved to be a tumultuous match and ended in divorce). She simply called the first company the Group. Dorothy Bird, Sophie Maslow, May O’Donnell, Jane Dudley, and Yuriko were at the core of Graham’s Group. Bird remembers the first classes: “Martha always used to make everyone wait. Then she walked in with great presence.… I instantly felt comfortable with her” (Dunning 1994). Bird also recalled how desperately Graham wanted to split from traditional ballet: “Ballet was out, finished, never to be mentioned again or thought of. Then she told us to stand with our feet three inches apart and imagine railroad tracks stretching ahead and behind us. ‘You’re pioneers,’ she said to us” (Dunning 1994). May O’Donnell said of Graham, “It was a time when modern dance was beginning to definitely—and desperately—create its own identity in the whole wave of modernism in the arts. To make it different than ballet, modern dance was on the extreme side in that period. It had to be. Martha’s technique was not too lush or decorative. It did what you had to do to move. The technique was very right for the kind of dances Martha was doing at the time, which were on the stark side and so controlled” (Dunning 1994). The company would ultimately appear at the Royal Opera House in 1976 and, in 1984, was the first modern dance company to perform at the Paris Opera (Bannerman 1999, 9). Pupils of the company included Alvin Ailey, Twyla Tharp, Paul Taylor, and Merce Cunningham. Former first lady Betty Ford also danced under Martha Graham (“Martha Graham, Revolutionary … ”). The company continues to perform Graham’s work in places as diverse as Istanbul, New Hampshire, and Arkansas.

Graham’s father gave Martha her very first dance lesson when she was a young child. Dr. Graham was a psychiatrist with a specialization in nervous diseases. He was constantly analyzing the movements of those around him for clues about their behavior and motivations. One day while being questioned by her father, Dr. Graham looked at his young daughter and exclaimed, “Martha, you’re not telling me the truth!” (Stodelle 1984, 2). Martha was dumbfounded. How could her father know she was lying? His observation was, “I can tell by the way you are moving” (Stodelle 1984, 2). Martha forever remembered how movement revealed the innermost workings of the mind and heart. This early instruction became the cornerstone of her future choreography. With the words of her father ringing true in her head along with the encouragement of her mentor, Ted Shawn, Graham set about creating movements that would form the basis of her pioneering work in the world of dance.

The movements that Graham relied on the most included the contraction, the release, and the spiral. The foundation of the Graham technique is the contraction. She developed the move from her observations of the body expressing grief. The contraction begins at the dancer’s pelvis and moves up the spine. The dancer lengthens the space between each vertebra as the emotion moves through her body (Blum 2009). The move is now a staple of modern dance repertoire. The release is the opposite move to the contraction. It, too, begins in the torso, but the purpose is to return the spine to a straight position during an inhalation of breath. The spiral is a move dancers use to twist the torso around the spine. It also begins in the pelvis and travels through the spine and into the neck and head, but to be performed correctly, the head always stays in line with the spine (Blum 2009). Martha was successful in fusing traditional movements and ideology with her innovative new ideas. Her individualism, creativity, and desire to communicate through movement formed the basis for modern dance.

Graham also innovated in costuming by making it a continuation of the dancers’ movements. She pushed the boundaries of what costumes had been in the world of dance and created costumes that extenuated the movement and attitude of each character being danced. And while pioneers before Graham like Ruth St. Denis and Isadora Duncan had already performed their works barefooted, Graham made it a statement against the confinement of classical ballet. Her dancers were in direct contact with the earth. The direct contact allowed the dancers better balance to accomplish their difficult movements. Graham was also not satisfied with the two-dimensional backdrops used as set design. To remedy her problem, she sought another artist to assist her. Sculptor Isamu Noguchi collaborated with her on many projects to create three-dimensional sculptured objects in a sparse and simplistic design to fill the stage (Teachout 1998). The two merged modern sculpture with modern dance in a fusion that would forever change stage design for modern dance companies.

During her prolific career, Graham developed works that engaged performers such as Mikhail Baryshnikov, Claire Bloom, Liza Minnelli, and Kathleen Turner and have been performed in more than 50 countries (“About the Martha Graham Dance Company”). One of her first important works, Heretic, premiered in 1929 in New York. She used this piece to introduce her stripped-down choreography to the world. The theme of the work is, fittingly, a rebel in a hostile environment. It makes a direct statement about Graham’s revolt against traditional dance. The piece pits a fierce woman dressed in black robes before a semicircle of women dressed in white. The woman in black seeks a way through the wall of white-clad women, but ultimately she falls and darkness comes (Dunning 1987).

Appalachian Spring premiered in 1944. It is Graham’s best-known work. Aaron Copland wrote the memorable music, with set designs by the sculptor Isamu Noguchi. The dance is a fusion of modern art. It is a tale of a wedding in a traditional American setting. Yuriko, who danced in Graham’s company at the time, remembers, “Martha was so intensely involved in her roles, though she always made her feelings into universal themes. Obviously Appalachian Spring is about her and Erick. She had a question—many, many questions—about going into marriage, and the dance came out of the turmoil” (Dunning 1987).

Even more daring was the 1946 premiere of Cave of the Heart, which startled audiences. It was Graham’s retelling of the Greek myth of Medea and again featured stage designs by Isamu Noguchi. It contained a scene in which Medea ate her own internal organs. Those who saw Graham perform it onstage remembered it with nightmare-like clarity (Teachout 1998).

One of Graham’s final works was Maple Leaf Rag, featuring the music of Scott Joplin and costumes by Calvin Klein. A playful piece, it features a toggling board onstage that the dancers use to perform incredible feats of agility. It is considered a fond tribute to the music of her youth and to the choreographic muse (“Martha Graham Dance Company at Lincoln Center”).

While Graham was not the inventor of the modern dance movement, her prodigious repertoire, unique movements, and dance company brought modern dance into the mainstream of American culture so that it is as widely accepted as the classical ballet it usurped to gain popularity. Classical ballet still exists alongside modern dance, but the excitement and energy of modern dance has a certain appeal to the energetic youthfulness of America.

Martha Graham, who died in April 1991, wished to be remembered as a great dancer. But her contributions to dance forever changed it from a world of tutus and pointe shoes to a place with charging energy, which has resulted in her being remembered not just as a dancer, but also as an innovator, designer and choreographer. She once said, “The center of the stage is where I am” (Teachout 1998). Indeed, she commanded the center stage and changed the direction of dance forever.

Jennifer Martin
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GRATEFUL DEAD, THE (1965–1995)

For 30 years, the fans of the Grateful Dead followed the band from town to town, and most of those road travelers would eventually see a bumper sticker that asks, “Who are The Grateful Dead, and why do they keep following me?” Ironic in its bewilderment, the question highlights the Dead’s nebulous boundaries between followed and follower, audience and performer, entertained and entertainer. Unlike other fans, deadheads considered themselves part of an extended family: audience members as well as performers in a larger musical troupe. With a tie-dyed folk-art caravan trailing its concert tours, the Dead helped to create—and then sustained—a cultural phenomenon that embraced interaction and creativity, sought new realms of consciousness, and produced a new soundscape yet defied the music industry and its markers of success. As concert promoter Bill Graham frequently proclaimed, “They’re not the best at what they do, they’re the only ones that do what they do.” Undoubtedly, the Dead is one of the most iconic, enduring, and influential musical groups in American history. The quintessential psychedelic band of the sixties, the Dead left fame and recognition to other groups, all the while driving a stealthy enterprise that allowed people to “freak freely” in the decades that followed.
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The Grateful Dead, 1968. (Library of Congress)

Not aiming for superstardom, the band reached the top of the music charts only once, in 1987, with the album In the Dark and its single “Touch of Grey,” yet the Dead modeled a new breed of commercial success through shrewd record deals, marketing savvy, and exceptional concert tours. As for musical contributions, it was not simply one of the bands comprising the 1960s San Francisco Sound; instead, the Dead was crucial to the very formation and design of that sound, later known as acid rock (“acid” short for lysergic acid diethylamide, the psychedelic drug LSD). At the very core of LSD proliferation and experimentation, the Dead was born of the participatory-performative happenings called the Acid Tests, which served as the blueprint for the group’s long journey that not only grew a distinctive fan culture but also enhanced the possibilities surrounding musical performance.

More than just the band members, the Dead was a larger assemblage of performers, a community inextricable from the Bus, the Beats, and Bear. In the early 1960s, San Francisco musicians Jerry Garcia, Bob Weir, and Ron “Pigpen” McKernan had played together (on various instruments) in a six-piece bluegrass band called Mother McCree’s Uptown Jug Champions. In 1965, however, they formed a band with bassist Phil Lesh and drummer Bill Kreutzmann. Initially calling themselves the Warlocks, the group eventually took the name the Grateful Dead, based on folktales in which a traveler ensures a proper burial or pays debts for a stranger, who then returns from death to reward the traveler’s generosity. Like other groups that formed in the 1960s, the Dead used LSD during their performances, but no other band was so intimately connected to LSD production, experimentation, and proliferation. The Dead’s original road manager and sound engineer, Augustus Owsley Stanley III—known as “Bear”—was a different kind of producer and distributor: Bear manufactured high-quality acid that he distributed freely at Dead shows, ensuring that performances were fueled by (and fueling) LSD consumption. Profits from Bear’s LSD business also provided financial support for the band. The Dead truly ran on acid.

Bear was as much a part of the Dead as the other “Merry Pranksters” who, with author Ken Kesey, fostered a community as much through LSD as the cultural legacy of the Beat Generation, sustaining it into the final years of the century. In The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968), writer Tom Wolfe chronicled the acid adventures of Kesey and the Pranksters, especially during the summer of 1964, as they traveled the country in a motley, mural-painted school bus transformed into a vehicle that was part camper, part circus tent, part pirate ship, and wholly a psychedelic funhouse. Throughout their travels, the Pranksters explored their possibilities as a live improvisational-performance troupe, riffing on the theme of any given situation with the spirit of jazz interplay. The summer trip was, in effect, a Beat poetry performance electrified with LSD and sustained for days on end, with endless variations. The emblematic bus, called Further, was driven for marathon sessions by Beat legend Neal Cassady, whose amphetamine raps and coast-to-coast driving trips were central to the Beats’ classic novel, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957). With Cassady at the wheel, the hippie Prankster trip was a living variation on Kerouac’s hip storyline, an amplified performance of the Beats’ preeminent narrative.

Being “on the bus” became a common metaphor for the experience of taking LSD, an irrevocable decision to enter a drug-induced state, an immutable trip that would last for hours on end. Once you were on the bus, you had to stay on. And you were on with everyone else. Not surprisingly, one of the Dead’s earliest songs, “The Other One,” was also one of its most frequently played songs, invoking the mythos of both Cassady and Further: “The bus came by and I got on, that’s when it all began/There was cowboy Neal at the wheel of the bus to never ever land.” The Further trip would quickly become both a genre and a cultural icon for the sixties. After all, it inspired the bus trip central to The Magical Mystery Tour by the Beatles, who began using LSD in 1965 and became close friends with Bear (who, incidentally, suggested the album cover for Abbey Road). A double-decker version of Further would later appear on the cover of the Who’s Magic Bus (1968), and over the years, almost any van painted with artwork would be dubbed a “hippie bus,” joining the daisies, peace signs, headbands, and other clichés of the era.

Before it became an icon of flower power, however, Further attracted only mild amusement when it crossed the country in 1964. Most Americans knew little about hippies or psychedelics, allowing the very conspicuous Pranksters to travel freely without such associations. The bus, and what it represented, was later domesticated into a facile image of sixties culture: eccentric, transient, picturesque, and relatively unthreatening. As an icon, Further foregrounded the superficial, fashionable elements of psychedelic culture, papering over the shadowy inner dimensions of a culture poised to change consciousness itself. For those inside the bus, and on the bus, Further was just the pilot project for the next experiment: a larger, dynamic series of events that followed, much more difficult to render than hippie costumes or a dressed-up school bus.

Beginning in November 1965, Kesey and the Pranksters hosted a series of events, “the Acid Tests,” to try the Further adventure at home: to amass people “on the bus,” taking a trip together in one place. Rather than the bus going out full of people, the people would come to it—and stay up all night, thanks to Bear and the extended jams of a new music group. This was no house band, however, and the Acid Tests were not so much concerts as they were interactive happenings, performance-art installations. The Tests were a sensory free-for-all, brimming with LSD and carried away by an improvisational band that compelled audiences to mingle their energies with the performers as part of one show. This band first performed together as the Grateful Dead on December 4, 1965, at the second Test (in San Jose, California). Over a dozen Tests occurred over the next four months, with increasingly larger crowds drawn not only to Bear’s free-flowing LSD, but to the allure of physical sensation and psychic elevation at both individual and collective levels.

Unlike the recognition that Further gained, the Acid Tests would keep a low profile, continuing for the rest of the century under the auspices of the Dead. Not without their share of hedonism, the Tests were for the mind as well as the body: expanding consciousness from the realm of the single mind to a collective being, to a greater singularity. No two Tests were the same, but many of them shared elements designed for that singularity: to enhance the trip, from multilayered visual effects to sound collages that would contribute to the Dead’s musical tapestry work. Far beyond the mood lighting of the theater stage, or the ambience of cabarets and go-go clubs, the light shows at the Tests were hallucination-inducing light performances, designed so—as the saying goes—“you won’t believe your eyes” (after all, looking through a kaleidoscope was one thing; spending the night inside one was quite another). Beyond the spectacle of bodies in motion, visual effects were used to distort spatial perception and shock sensibilities through open flames, strobe lights, projected film, and other images. (Such visual arrays would be tempered for the mirror-ball discotheques of the 1970s, but revived with neon intensity in the ecstatic rave scene of the 1990s.) Likewise, sound manipulation was used to distort time and space, immersing participants in a complex soundscape of their own making. Microphones picked up crowd noises that would emit from speakers in different locations, and the use of delays and feedback loops would create embedded echo chambers—the sonic equivalent of a hall of mirrors. The free-form, experimental lighting and sound of the Tests would become a regular feature of Dead concerts, a segment simply called “Space.”

While antiwar protests defined one form of sixties politics, the politics of consciousness was no less important to the era, and therein was the realm of the Dead. The intense visuals and rhythms of the Tests could, after all, foster a unique type of trance state, one impelling individuals toward a “groupmind,” a collective form of consciousness (what biomusicologists call “entrainment”). In many ways, the subtle challenge to newcomers, “Can you pass the Acid Test?” not only referred to tests of perception but to passing between levels of consciousness. For this, the area at a Dead show thick with whirling, spinning, dancing deadheads was called the “Bardo Realm,” named after a transitional stage in the reincarnation process defined in the Tibetan Book of the Dead. While many musical acts would take up some elements of the Tests, only the Dead sustained their dynamics and energy, all under the cloak of the sixties. As Bill Graham noted, “They have borrowed somebody else’s past as a cover for what they’re actually doing” (Brightman 1998, 5). Put simply, the Dead returned the Acid Tests to the road, playing a rare and different tune for a fleet of Furthers on a 30-year ride. As Garcia acknowledged in a 1970 Rolling Stone interview, “the Acid Test was the prototype for our whole basic trip” (Shenk and Silberman 1994, 5).

The long, strange trip of the Grateful Dead emerged from—and continued—the Acid Tests through 2,314 concerts and 37,149 songs performed (with 13 studio albums, 9 live albums, and myriad other projects along the way). Aside from the Dead’s acid origins, the enduring appeal of the music itself was its Americana denominator, digging deep and wide into the roots of folk, country, bluegrass, blues, and jazz, all rendered through a distinctive style—and, with Bear’s Yankee know-how, a sound system that amazed audiophiles everywhere. Just as the Dead and its audience fed off of one another’s energies, the internal dynamics among band members allowed a complex interchange unique to every live performance. Drawing from its extensive catalogue, the Dead performed its songs with room for invention, a style defined by extended instrumental jams resonating with avant-garde jazz solos, bluegrass pickin’ breakdowns, and the emotional crescendos of a symphony orchestra. Solo breaks intertwined Garcia’s unpredictable leads with Lesh’s exploratory bass lines, encouraged and challenged by Weir’s offset-rhythm chords. Drummers Kreutzmann and Hart kept up their own percussive dialogue on top of a rhythmic backbone, along with a series of pianists after Pigpen’s death in 1973: Tom Constanten, Keith Godchaux, Brent Mydland, and Vince Welnick (and also joined for several tours by Bruce Hornsby). Bear was not only an LSD entrepreneur but a devout audio engineer who recorded Dead concerts to study his handiwork. A pioneer among audiophiles, Bear assembled sound systems with unprecedented acoustic quality, creating the legendary 75-ton, 26,000-watt Wall of Sound in 1974, the largest audio system that had ever been on tour.

Although the Dead’s style was better suited for live performances than the studio, the band started its career with Warner Bros. in 1966, but only after negotiating for unprecedented creative control over its master recordings, publishing rights, and album art. The band also rejected the industry formulas that based record sales royalties on song cuts (six three-minute cuts for each side of an LP). Following the lead of jazz musicians Thelonious Monk and Charles Mingus, the Dead negotiated royalties by the minute, not the cut, allowing for longer songs intended for sequential play, a defining feature of Album Rock. By 1970, the Dead cut another new path by pressuring Warner into financing free concerts and FM radio simulcasts.

Establishing its own label, Grateful Dead Records, in 1973, the Dead was the first rock group to control every facet of the business, from recording to production and distribution (later yielding some chores to Arista Records). The Dead also established Ice Nine Publishing to publish musical scores; provided benefits for its extended family of employees; and set up its own direct-purchasing ticketing office for fans. The larger community of followers were brought together, and named, through an album note in Skull and Roses (1971) proclaiming “DEAD FREAKS UNITE” and asking “Who are you? Where are you? How are you?” Fans mailed their contact information to “Dead Heads” at a California address. The office received over 25,000 letters the following year, connecting deadheads across the country with information about upcoming shows.

Deadheads venerated the live performances for their unique style and structure, and they were able to keep the faith through freely circulated recordings. Drawing from an ever-longer playlist, the Dead would play a string of concerts and repeat only a few songs, a practice that kept the performances fresh and encouraged deadheads to attend multiple performances or follow an entire tour. Eventually, the performances evolved into a two-set format, each more than an hour long. Serving as its own warm-up act, the Dead played one set of short pieces, followed by a second set of longer pieces—and a midset drum session with an Acid Test “Space” soundscape. Baffling a profit-motivated music industry, the band allowed live recordings, so long as the “bootleg” tapes were traded, not sold. As Garcia said, “Once we’re done with it, it’s theirs.” Years later, musical acts from Metallica to Wilco would allow taping, seeing little impact on record sales and making very happy fans.

With similar motives to share the experience, The Grateful Dead Movie (1977), a documentary directed by Garcia and Leon Gast, focused as much on musical performances as the deadheads. A defining part of each show, the scene before and after—inside and outside—the concert was a festival straight out of Further. Deadheads thrived on a nomadic economy of food and drink, drugs and paraphernalia, clothing and jewelry, and artwork drawing from the rich iconography surrounding the Dead. No other musical group in America, after all, was as iconic as the Dead. The first image associated with the band was a skeleton on stilts dragging a ball and chain. It functioned, according to Hart, as a type of code for deadheads in San Francisco to identify one another, as other images would thereafter. Roses on album covers for American Beauty (1970) and Skull and Roses joined the skeletons, and later, bipedal turtles from Terrapin Station (1977). The most prolific Dead images derive from the ubiquitous Bear, who designed the logo of a white lightning bolt separating red and blue halves of a circle. Initially created to identify the band’s equipment, the logo appeared on a skull covering Steal Your Face (1976), becoming a universal “Stealie” image that would appear in hundreds of different adaptations. Bear himself would be iconized through the cartoon-like “dancing bears” designed for the album dedicated to him, History of the Grateful Dead, vol. 1 (Bear’s Choice) (1973).

Deadheads embraced all facets of the music, developing extensive networks to trade tapes, distribute set lists of songs from performances, and absorb the details of the music together. As Robert Hunter once remarked, “They’re like Torah scholars. They want to know if there’s a secret code in there” (Brightman 1998, 277). Deadheads established the original, pre-Internet “peer-to-peer network” for sharing music, and with it a thirst for data. In 1974, the newsletter Dead Relix connected tapers across the country, later becoming Relix to accommodate the expanse of music, news, and events influenced by the Dead. Creating the Rosetta Stone for tapers, Dead employee Janet Soto compiled set lists for every performance 1970–1980, and that collection evolved, with statistical breakdowns, into the reference tome Deadbase (now in its 11th edition). Other publications—Deadbeat, The Golden Road, Dupree’s Diamond News—and related coverage would eventually prompt demand for The Grateful Dead and the Deadheads (1997), an annotated bibliography of more than 2,800 entries. Other reference works, like The Complete Annotated Grateful Dead Lyrics and Skeleton Key: A Dictionary for Deadheads, reflect not a cult-like obsession with the band members or gossipy attention to their personal lives, but an intensive attention to the music and the scene.

Cover bands and tribute groups are commonplace, but the formation of over 200 Dead cover bands is a testament to the unique appeal of the music. Many of these bands are more successful than new acts, with the simulacra bearing the hallmarks of postmodernity. In 1974, a young Bruce Hornsby played in a Dead cover band, Bobby Hi-Test and the Octane Kids, and he eventually joined the Grateful Dead as its pianist from 1990 to 1992. Formed in 1997, Dark Star Orchestra (DSO) was conceived as a tribute band with a unique mission for each concert: to replicate exactly, at all levels, a Dead show from a day in history and perform the songs to match the vocals, instrumental jams, and overall sound of the original. In effect, DSO performs a circular process of rendering performance: a performance of the tape of the performance (further complicated by DSO bootlegs). Ironies abound for DSO musicians: members of the Dead have joined DSO on stage, and, in perhaps the ultimate inversion, Phil Lesh and Bob Weir asked DSO guitarist John Kadlecik (who plays as Garcia in DSO) to replace Garcia in their band Furthur, a re-formation of the Dead following Garcia’s death in 1995. Only the Dead’s pervasive legacy could enable a musician to replace the member of the original band he had initially impersonated in a tribute band.

Postmodern theatrics aside, the Dead’s greatest legacy will remain on stage, like the “Jam Bands” of the 1990s taking musical approaches similar to the Dead’s, mixing improvisational instrumentals with a cross-section of American music genres. Acts such as Blues Traveler, the Spin Doctors, the String Cheese Incident, Phish, and Widespread Panic will surely continue the work of the Acid Tests and the Dead’s performing style, some even cultivating the same engaged, mindful community around the music. A cultural phenomenon, but never a cult, the Dead might be what lyricist John Barlow called a “religion without beliefs,” or as the mythologist Joseph Campbell described them, “the most recently developed tribe on the planet.” (Shenk and Silberman 1994, ix). As sociologist Rebecca Adams reflected on her studies of Dead concerts in 1989, she concluded, “People say Deadheads are throwbacks.… I think they’re pioneers. They recognize that reality is subjective—there is no right way—and have been cognizant of these multiple realities for a lot longer than most other people. This is postmodernism. It’s the cutting edge” (xiii). The playful, mixed-media, participatory performances of the Acid Tests indeed challenged the reality frameworks and subjectivity of late modernity, and for decades the Dead sustained those energies—and left a legacy like no other.

Brad E. Lucas
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GRIFFITH, D. W. (1875–1948)

When thinking about the most influential figures in the creation of American entertainment, we often think of those who made us laugh or cry, who made us enjoy ourselves in some new and different way, or who spoke to our core being in some novel manner. Historically speaking, the most notable personalities are sometimes forgotten and unacknowledged; overshadowed by later individuals, places, and events; or controversial and unacceptable for using characters, language, or perspectives deemed unacceptable. D. W. Griffith, a man who entered the world of movies only as an accidental last resort because of previous misfortunes, was arguably the most controversial, defining, and influential figure in establishing American movie entertainment, with a career extending from 1907 to 1931. What Mark Twain did for novels, what Henry Ford did for automobiles, and what Steve Jobs and Bill Gates did for computers, Griffith did for movies. Although he was not singularly influential—individuals around the nation and the planet were also filmmakers—with Griffith’s involvement and work, most notably the famous and infamous The Birth of a Nation (1915), movies went from unknown and unrespected to not only known and respected but to epic works of art and controversy. In numerous ways, Griffith was substantially influential and according to many, he is the father of film.
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D. W. Griffith, ca. 1910–1940. (Library of Congress)

Jacob Wark Griffith and Mary Perkins Oglesby gave birth to their son on January 22, 1875, in Crestwood, Kentucky. David Wark Griffith’s father fought for Confederate forces, served in the legislature, and ran the family farm. Already suffering due to losses from the Civil War (1861–1865), the six Griffith children and their mother fell into poverty when Jacob passed away in 1885. Consequently, the family moved to Louisville, Kentucky, in 1889. To help his family survive, Griffith left school, worked in a clothing store, and then worked in a bookstore located within the town’s intellectual center. Griffith’s life truly began to take shape during this time. He developed a love for reading, saw his first plays, started writing plays of his own, and in 1896, became an actor, much to the dismay of his family, who found such a profession to be sinful and unrespectable. For the next decade, Griffith worked for various acting companies and performed on stages across the United States from New York and Michigan, Texas and Georgia, to California, and even Canada. Griffith’s first authored play, In Washington’s Time, was performed in 1901 and received positive reviews. His second and last play, A Fool and a Girl, received such scathing criticism from every corner—performers, audiences, critics—that circumstances forced Griffith into a new occupation in 1907.

When Griffith turned his attention to movies, still only in their infancy, he did not set out to revolutionize them, but he ultimately did just that. Movies first appeared in countries around the world during the last quarter of the 1800s. Although movies originated as a scientific tool, Thomas Edison and others quickly discovered what became the permanent connection between entertainment and film. Building from this foundation of entertaining the masses, Griffith’s 20-year career as a movie director resulted in over 500 movies. Before branching out on his own, Griffith spent several years with motion picture studios: 1908 to 1913 at the Biograph Company, then 1913 to 1914 at Mutual Film Corporation. Through making hundreds and hundreds of short films, Griffith developed intimate understandings of how movies worked and how they could become an art of their own.

Throughout all his movies, Griffith broke rules, challenged conventions, and innovated and invented enhanced movie-to-audience connections. The first movies, including Griffith’s, consisted of simple, underdeveloped plots and characters. Directors were concerned about whether audiences could understand and enjoy movies that used camera movement or took place beyond the immediate confines of the traditional stage. The Birth of a Nation, however, was both a milestone and capstone in Griffith’s career, an accumulation of inventions and innovations, and a work created with the goal of being something magnificently big and new. Moreover, The Birth of a Nation singularly had great influence on the course of cinematic and U.S. history and entertainment. As indicated by its never-ceasing longevity and criticism, Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation showed the nation, indeed the world, that movies could be extremely powerful and influential. With Griffith’s influence, movies began having historically, politically, psychologically, and socially unprecedented powers. Intolerance: Love’s Struggle Throughout the Ages (1916) was another important film and was created in response to criticism of The Birth of a Nation. After The Birth of a Nation and Intolerance, his films generally achieved little to no success, especially as Hollywood shifted to movies with sound (called “talkies”).

The big screen’s ability to preach and create “truth” was a surprising force on both individuals and the nation. Griffith created The Birth of a Nation as a work of historical fiction (one could argue a docudrama) set during the U.S. Civil War and Reconstruction Era (1861–1877). Griffith drew its plot and characters from Reverend Thomas Dixon’s novels The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the White Man’s Burden, 1865–1900 (1902) and The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan (1905). A History of the American People (1902) by Woodrow Wilson, a history professor and university president turned U.S. President in 1913, provided the historical foundations for The Birth of a Nation.

Griffith’s work left the legacy that movies are powerful and that people have strong responses to them and even act on these responses. For a century, people have called both Griffith and The Birth of a Nation racist, evil, and manipulative. Griffith published and wrote on the importance of freedom of speech in the movies in response to criticisms that he was racist. Individuals and organizations, including the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, have long picketed showings of this film. Cities and entire states have even banned showings. There were even at least two notable filmic responses, including Birth of a Race (Noble 1918) and Within Our Gates (Micheaux 1920). In addition, some historians have said The Birth of a Nation was responsible for the resurgence of the actual Ku Klux Klan in 1915.

While The Birth of a Nation’s representations of history are utterly inaccurate, the film superbly portrays how the public and academic historians viewed such events and even their own world during the early twentieth century. Indeed, most historical films actually tells us more about their own eras than the periods they claim to portray. Beyond simply labeling Griffith or The Birth of a Nation racist, then, efforts are more productive analyzing the time and the society that generally allowed such views to be acceptable and the resulting influence. Griffith lived in a society that espoused a worldview that significantly privileged white, protestant, heterosexual, Western European-in-origin males. This society, for example, regularly and nonchalantly murdered, raped, segregated, or shortchanged blacks, Latinos, immigrants, gays, and even women. The Birth of a Nation set high standards cinematically that remain in place in the twenty-first century: People want to see filmic confirmations of the truths they hold dear to their personal and national identities and worldviews, and they want to see movies that galvanize them. Indeed, Intolerance was much less popular than its predecessor because its message—that prejudice was bad—clashed with what the public wanted to accept.

Griffith, intentionally or unintentionally, left a legacy of racism and chauvinism in U.S. cinema. Birth does indeed deserve much criticism for its inaccurate, derogatory, and “animal-like” depictions of African Americans. Griffith used what became very negative stereotypical character constructions (“toms,” “coons,” “mulattoes,” “mammies,” “bucks”) for blacks. Indeed, 100 years later these stereotypes still occur in mainstream cinema. Griffith’s use of the “brutal black buck,” a dangerous mulatto character, was so controversial and encountered so much backlash that Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (Van Peebles 1971) over 50 years later was the next film to use such a character, and even then it was with irony. Birth depicts blacks who enjoyed being enslaved and who when freed, turned into uncontrollable, violent creatures. Except for black extras (black characters with very limited roles), all of the black characters were actually white actors in blackface, a choice Griffith consciously made as he had the option to use actors who were actually black and chose not to. On the other hand, he was the first director to use such black extras. In addition, although Griffith’s depiction of women was not nearly as controversial as that of black Americans, he portrayed women as weak and in need of male protection. Griffith’s films relegated women to stereotypical domestic roles, and plots revolved around men saving them from the great evils of society. The Birth of a Nation concluded with the birth of the nation: a white postwar society ruled and dominated by white males of the Ku Klux Klan, a society where all white women were safely protected by white men, a society achieved by sending all black people to Africa, and a society sanctioned by Jesus.

Griffith also strongly influenced the transformation of the demographics of movie patrons: With his help, the middle and upper class found movies accessible and acceptable. For many, from the origin of movies during the last two decades of the nineteenth century, movies had been one more cause for concern in a gamut of issues corrupting the United States and thus quickly became subject to censorship from various regulatory powers. Because attending movies was inexpensive and theaters were usually located in areas of town deemed unrespectable and frequented by immigrants, illiterate individuals, and poor people, middle-class and upper-class individuals habitually avoided the movies.

This began to change with The Birth of a Nation. On March 21, 1915, it became the first film screened at the White House. So pleased was he with its artistic elements and accuracy that Wilson announced, “It is like writing history with lightning, and my only regret is that it is all so terribly true” (Carter 1998, 9). In addition to this Executive branch sanction, with a fee of upwards of two dollars per admission, an enhanced environment, the biggest advertising campaign of its day, and by telling a socially, historically, and politically relevant story on a massive scale, The Birth of a Nation succeeded in appealing to the middle and upper class. This trend, however, did not result in audiences that were more diverse. The opposite happened. Audiences became homogenous and consisted primarily of whites; thus, movies as vehicles for opportunity and pleasure for less privileged individuals diminished. This new clientele was larger and had more money. More importantly, the success of The Birth of a Nation depended on this support from white middle- and upper-class audiences.

When attempting to provide a short yet comprehensive overview of Griffith’s life and influence, a struggle occurs in trying to find an appropriate balance of coverage between obvious questions of morality and racism, on one hand, and questions about his praiseworthy achievements, on the other. Admittedly, most of Griffith’s world likely saw these two perspectives intertwined and equally praiseworthy in their merit.

Along with his peers in the movie industry and other contemporaries in emerging academic fields such as psychology and physics, Griffith was interested in manipulating human perceptions and understandings of time, place, and space. The earliest movies attracted audiences by collapsing the age-old barrier of geography; with movies people could see (and eventually hear, beginning in the late 1920s, with the widespread incorporation of sound into movies) waves, mountains, or anything else without actually going to see them in person. Griffith experimented with notions of time and place by challenging the old standards and creating the new standards. Griffith did this by developing the expectations for longer movies and by mastering various technological innovations. Ultimately, he heavily influenced the creation of what has been called the grammar of film.

At 12 reels, or slightly longer than three hours, The Birth of a Nation was one of the first long movies, possible because after leaving Mutual, Griffith worked independently. Although many have said it was the first “full-length” feature, The Photo-Drama of Creation (Taze Russell 1914) lasted eight hours. Prior to The Birth of a Nation, movies would usually be less than 30 minutes or sometimes as short as a few seconds or minutes. During Griffith’s time at Biograph and Mutual, to his dissatisfaction, he generally had to make a short film every two or three days. While at Biograph, Griffith made over 400 one-reel movies! The vast majority of these films were either 6 or 12 minutes in length. Rather than having short, simple plots and characters, longer movies could tell more complex stories, with more characters and places; although, obviously, a film that spans the time of two decades has to be greatly shortened and selective. Prior to The Birth of a Nation a plot or story would almost always occur within the span of the film. After The Birth of a Nation’s world premiere, one-reel movies were history: People liked longer, developed movies and wanted more.

In terms of U.S. fictional film, Griffith was the first director to recognize the movie camera’s potential and go beyond the basic limitations of the stage. For example, he used multiple cameras at once and spliced the best footage together, and he attached a camera to a moving vehicle to record battle scenes. Prior directors treated the camera as a static object that could not, should not be moved. Directors would essentially place one video camera directly in front of the stage, like it was a filmed play. With the camera no longer being in a fixed position, it could communicate more messages and imitate and obscure life more completely.

Some have incorrectly stated that Griffith was the sole inventor all of the advanced processes he used, an assertion Griffith didn’t discourage. While he did invent new techniques, it is generally more accurate to say he innovated from the ideas of others. From a historiographical perspective, Griffith overshadows other influential filmmakers, such as Charlie Chaplin, for no logical reason. Overinflated statements or a flawed historical memory, therefore, account for some of Griffith’s supposed influence. Still, his innovations prior to The Birth of a Nation included cutting or seamlessly moving from one character, place, or time in his first movie, The Adventures of Dollie (1908); the close-up or showing actors’ and actresses’ facial expressions in After Many Years (1908); switching back and forth between two plots as they came together in The Lonely Villa (1909); long shots in Ramona (1910); the first gangster film with The Musketeers of Pig Alley (1912); and extending the length from one or two reels to six reels (four when cut for release) in Judith of Bethulia (1914). All of these improvements resulted in greater connections to the audience and the ever-increasing necessity for more skilled acting and developed plots. Virtually every critic and historian has agreed that The Birth of a Nation represented an accumulation of all the known cinematic techniques of its day. In addition to close-ups, cross-cutting, fading, parallel images, overlapping, flashbacks, night scenes (a first), and lighting for emphasis, The Birth of a Nation made use of red, blue, amber, and lavender tinting for added emotional appeal. While color was first used in the 1890s by literally coloring the film, Griffith made this later technique called “film tinting” popular.

Inventors, novelists, painters, or sculptors, for example, had long been keenly cognizant of and sensitive to every exact detail. Griffith first brought this same unremitting sensitivity to movies in the United States. Filmmakers call the collective aesthetic elements in motion pictures the mise-en-scène. Aspects of significance include the set design, lighting, space, costume, acting, and everything else visible on the big screen. The first movies had simple sets, budgets usually between $300 and $500, and no rehearsals. In sharp contrast, The Birth of a Nation was rehearsed for two months and shot for four months, involved more than 18,000 people throughout its production, made use of indoor sets and outdoor locations, and cost over $100,000. Scenes depicting Civil War battles were highly detailed, expensive, and in their own way, very authentic. In addition, The Birth of a Nation started the trend of having live orchestral accompaniment during the silent film era.

One final achievement of Griffith’s deserves comment. He also caused the emphasis to shift away from the big corporations that funded and released films to the individuals of filmmaking, particularly the directors and performers. Indeed, he left Biograph in part because its president, J. J. Kennedy, refused to acknowledge Griffith in any of his works or even acknowledge his ideas. Throughout his career, he helped the first group of movie stars emerge, including Lillian Gish, Arthur Johnson, Mary Pickford, and Frank Powell. Many second-generation movie directors got their start as cameramen (there were no women) in Griffith’s movies. Directors, actors, and actresses were no longer anonymous individuals who went uncredited and unknown forever. While they were unknown in the early twentieth century, society now holds award-winning movie stars and directors with high esteem in the early twenty-first century.

In conclusion, the words of Robert Sklar, notable for his scholarship on film history, apply to Griffith well: “It has often been said that young people or newcomers to a field, with little commitment to its traditions and rules of procedure achieve the leaps of discovery and creation that change its fundamental method and direction. Often they bring with them or find elsewhere the ideas or perceptive modes that can revolutionize a field from within” (1994, 50). Increasingly unknown and forgotten, more than anything else and good and bad aside, Griffith, then, deserves to be remembered as among the most influential, though not always popular, entertainers in U.S. history because he created and mastered the foundations of feature-length commercial filmmaking. This is not to say this groundwork is free of problems. From the initial ideas for a movie, to the development of scripts and selection of actors and actresses, to the targeted audiences, the mainstream cinematic industry still marginalizes social and political minorities. Nonetheless, throughout his career, Griffith’s deliberate care and planning, increased attention toward filming and acting techniques, and his resulting ability to capture audiences elevated film from unrespected works to masterful art in the judgment of many. This same care and attention generally remains present in the hundreds and hundreds of movies made every year. Inquiries about whether audiences could understand long, complex movies were forever answered. Not only did they understand them, they greatly enjoyed them, and they bought into movies’ unprecedented powers and messages. Except for perhaps Gone with the Wind (1939), The Birth of a Nation has been the most influential film in U.S. history, so much so that anyone studying historical memory, film, slavery, the Civil War, or Reconstruction will almost always find it necessary to deal with this work that is at once controversial, inaccurate, and innovative—it’s a work that still, and probably always will, evokes strong reactions. While recognizing its many problematic points, the Library of Congress and the American Film Institute have named The Birth of a Nation as one of the most important films in U.S. history. Due to its importance, both its racism and innovation, the Library of Congress’s National Film Registry has included it among films for permanent preservation.

Andrew Joseph Pegoda
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HANDY, W. C. (1873–1958)

Just as Jimmie Rodgers has become known as “the father of country music,” W. C. Handy has been hailed the “father of the blues.” Just as many country artists continue to record versions of Rodgers’s songs—and many, such as Marty Stuart, mention Rodgers in reverential tones—many jazz and blues artists continue to record Handy’s compositions, such as “St. Louis Blues” and “Memphis Blues,” and many rock and folk musicians mention Handy’s influence in the lines of their songs. Folksinger Joni Mitchell, for example, makes a reference to Handy in “Furry Sings the Blues,” from her 1975 album Hejira. In “Walking in Memphis,” a pop song popular in the early 1990s and eventually covered by other artists as diverse as the country band Lonestar and pop music diva Cher, singer Marc Cohn conjures the spirit of W. C. Handy as Cohn asks the father of the blues to look down on him as he wanders the streets of Memphis in the rain. At a time when African Americans, especially those living in the southern United States, were segregated from the rest of society, maligned by their white neighbors and not considered full citizens of their land, often physically abused simply because of the color of their skin and restricted in their movements and their speech, Handy found a way to freedom through music to move beyond the harsh climate of his time and place and actively preserve and record the musical traditions of his African American culture and to introduce those traditions to the larger world outside the South.

The rediscovery of American blues and jazz might not have occurred if it hadn’t been for W. C. Handy. Handy was a songwriter, pianist, and folklore curator who introduced the work of many blues musicians into early twentieth-century American culture by preserving fragments of words and the melodies of these songs in his own compositions and arrangements. Many credit him with giving the American blues its distinctly contemporary form, and he certainly used folk music in his compositions. Handy sought out, in ways similar to the later work of folklorist Alan Lomax (who preserved the music of Southern rural folk and blues musicians for the Smithsonian), folk music in its various forms, often discovering and documenting diverse styles of this music in the various jobs he held as a young man. Blessed with innate talent and a strong and enduring love of all music, Handy changed the face of American music by preserving blues, folk, and jazz by arranging, composing, and performing his own songs for a popular audience, thus ensuring that these styles were so woven into the fabric of American music that later American musicians, notably rock musicians, could incorporate them into their own compositions.
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W. C. Handy, 1949. (AP Photo)

Handy was born on November 16, 1873, into a relatively prosperous family in Florence, Alabama. His father, Charles Bernard Handy, and his grandfather, William Wise Handy, were ministers in the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and Handy’s own musical style was deeply influenced by the church music of his youth. As a youngster, he apprenticed as a carpenter, shoemaker, and plasterer. Even as a child he demonstrated a strong interest in music, secretly saving enough money to buy a guitar he had seen in a local shop window. Handy’s father discouraged his son’s interest in secular music and made him take the guitar back. Recognizing his son’s love of music, however, Handy’s father encouraged his son to play spiritual songs and hymns on the church’s organ, and enrolled him in organ lessons, which didn’t last long; Handy soon moved on to cornet. Handy’s music education continued in public school with classes in ear training and theory. Despite his father’s objections to secular music, Handy immersed himself in folk music, learning popular tunes from an itinerant fiddler, “Uncle Whit” Walker. Among the many jobs he held growing up, he learned important lessons about music from listening to the songs and rhythms of black workers at the McNabb iron furnace. He observed that the workers accompanied themselves on any materials out of which they could fashion a musical sound or rhythm. In this way, they produced a form of music called the blues.

Handy obtained a teaching certificate in 1892, and he took a teaching position in Birmingham. Once he realized how poorly he was being paid, he moved to Bessemer to work in its iron furnace. He soon organized the Lauzetta Quartet—having already in high school arranged four-part music for a kind of barbershop group—and along with this group he launched his music career. The quartet traveled to Chicago to play in the World’s Fair, but when the fair was postponed for a year, they ended up in St. Louis, where he heard the strains of the music that he would later incorporate into his best-known composition, “St. Louis Blues.”

By 1893, the quartet had fallen apart, but Handy did play cornet in the World’s Fair in Chicago that year. For the next three years (1893–1896), he lived in Evansville, Indiana, steadily gaining experience through various musical endeavors, including playing cornet in various bands, singing tenor in a minstrel show, and working as a band director and choral director. In 1896, Handy had become well-known enough to be hired as a cornetist with the famous Mahara’s Minstrels, and he traveled with them around the United States, into Canada, and into Cuba. During his four years with the band, he honed his musical skills as a cornet player, and he added to his experience as an arranger and band director. By 1900, Handy had grown tired of the road; he married Elizabeth Price in 1898, and they settled in Florence, Alabama, and had six children.

In 1900, Handy accepted an offer to become a music teacher at the Alabama Agricultural and Mechanical College (present-day Alabama A&M University). During his tenure there, he kindled his love of American popular music, enthusiastically promoting its quality and style in the face of a curriculum that promoted the superiority of European music to American music. After two years, dissatisfied with the curriculum of the college and restless, Handy traveled again for a season with Mahara’s Minstrels.

By 1903, he accepted an offer to direct a band called the Knights of Pythias in Clarksdale, Mississippi. The fount of the Mississippi Delta, Clarksdale provided Handy with a rich opportunity to listen to and to write down the words and tunes he heard being sung by the blues and folk musicians of the region. He witnessed a range of singers and musicians who played haunting melodies on guitars and poured out their hearts in song to the gathered crowds in various joints around Clarksdale. Handy incorporated many of these sounds and the keys in which they were written into some of his own best-known tunes.

Handy moved to Memphis in 1905, and by 1909 he was one of the leading bandleaders in the clubs on Beale Street. He wrote a campaign song for mayoral candidate Edward Crump, “Mr. Crump,” that would eventually become his first major success, “Memphis Blues.” In 1912, Handy combined the folk-based campaign song with some ragtime piano; he then introduced the 12-bar blues, and the piano instrumental “Memphis Blues” was born. Handy published the song himself in 1912, but he sold the rights to another publisher, Theron Bennett, for $100 the following year; Bennett republished the song with lyrics in 1913, and it became a hit. Handy learned a hard lesson about the music business, but since the lyrics focused on Handy and his Memphis band, his fame began to grow. Many think “Memphis Blues” inspired Vernon and Irene Castle’s foxtrot dance step, and many critics have called “Memphis Blues” the first blues song.

In 1907, Handy met Harry Pace, a graduate of Atlanta University and student of W. E. B. Du Bois. Pace was a businessman who had made his reputation by helping to revitalize failing businesses. Handy recognized his need to gain more knowledge about business so that he could protect his own publications. By 1913, the two men had formed the Pace and Handy Company in Memphis. Handy discovered that many black musicians did not wish to record music published by a black publishing company. He found that many of these musicians were essentially cover artists who wanted to play the hits of the day rather than new musical numbers written by other black musicians. Handy and Pace discovered that their best customers were white musicians and bands always on the lookout for new materials and black vaudeville artists who were looking for songs that would not conflict with the white acts on the bill. These groups became the greatest promoters of the music that Handy and Pace published. In 1914, Handy wrote the tune that was to become his signature and his most famous piece, “St. Louis Blues.” Unlike “Memphis Blues,” “St. Louis Blues” was a true blues song, played in a minor key, with three sections that allow a variety of moods, tempos, and interpretations. The song didn’t hit gold right away, but around 1921 it became a huge hit. “St. Louis Blues” remains among recorded pieces of music in the history of jazz. In 1925, Bessie Smith and Louis Armstrong recorded a bluesier version than the earlier upbeat tango versions, and Handy cowrote the movie St. Louis Blues (1929), in which Smith starred.

Between 1914 and 1921, Handy penned a number of hit songs, including “Beale Street Blues,” “Yellow Dog Blues,” and “Joe Turner’s Blues.” The sales from sheet music and royalties were so great that Handy and Pace moved their offices to Times Square. In 1921, Pace left to form his own company, Black Swan Records, the first successful black record company, and many artists followed Pace to his company. After Pace left, Handy’s fortunes began to wane for a few years; in addition to the loss of business caused by Pace’s departure, Handy suffered an infection that left him temporarily blind. He eventually regained his sight, though it was diminished; his family and a few faithful employees helped him hold onto his music company, which he renamed Handy Brothers Music Company. By the mid-twenties, his fortunes began to improve. In 1925, folk music scholar Abbe Niles interviewed Handy, and the two collaborated on Blues: An Anthology, which introduced the world to the music by including numerous examples and insightful commentary. By the end of the twenties, all of America knew W. C. Handy, and he bolstered his growing reputation with a concert in Carnegie Hall in 1928. As his ability to write new hits began to falter, he turned his attention successfully to arranging spirituals and publishing music by other composers.

The Depression cut into many musicians’ business, and Handy was no exception. However, he survived the downturn because he continued to earn royalties from his earlier songs. By the end of the decade, Handy’s business had picked up again, for he was once again using his skills as a composer and arranger to work on a new wave of music called swing. He did suffer losses in the 1930s and 1940s that affected his career. His wife, Elizabeth, died in 1937, and one of his three grown daughters died shortly thereafter. In spite of these tremendous losses, Handy managed to soldier on. The rights to “Memphis Blues” reverted to him, resulting in new income. In 1935, he published Negro Authors and Composers of the United States, and in 1938 he published W. C. Handy’s Collection of Negro Spirituals. Throughout the 1930s, Handy worked on his autobiography, Father of the Blues, which he published in 1941 and which remains an indispensable account of American music history.

In 1943, Handy fell on the subway tracks in Harlem, and though he was rescued, he was permanently blinded. In spite of this condition, he continued to publish new compositions of other musicians, and he appeared numerous times on The Ed Sullivan Show. Handy led the band at President Eisenhower’s first inaugural ball. His sons and daughters joined him to help him run his music publishing and recording business. In 1954, when he was 80, Handy married his personal assistant, Irma Louise Logan. Up until the end of his life, he remained a popular cultural figure; 800 people attended his 84th birthday party at the Waldorf-Astoria. Only a few months following that celebration, Handy succumbed to acute bronchial pneumonia and died on March 28, 1958. He is buried in Woodlawn Cemetery in the Bronx.

Handy’s influence on American music has been recognized in numerous ways. In Florence, Alabama, the log cabin home where he was born is now a museum that displays memorabilia from his life. Memphis has a park named after him, with a statue bearing his name. In New York City, a block of 52nd Street was named after him in 1979, and many awards and festivals are named in his honor. The Blues Music Award, the most prestigious award in blues music, was called the W. C. Handy Award until 2006. The W. C. Handy Music Festival is held annually in Florence, Alabama; the W. C. Handy Blues and Barbeque Festival is held every year in Henderson, Kentucky. Handy’s compositions continue to be revived, and his family continues to operate Handy Brothers Music Company on Broadway. In 1969, the U.S. Postal Service honored him with a commemorative postage stamp. Handy’s lifelong work transcribed and introduced the blues to a worldwide audience, opening new avenues for African American musicians to write and record their music, encouraging new styles of music to join the ranks of older established styles, and changing the face of all music by demonstrating that musical styles can cross over into one another, producing exciting and electrifying new sounds that have audiences clamoring for more.

In the mid-1950s in America, a new sound drenched the land, coming into the homes of teenagers everywhere via transistor radios and altering the cultural landscape in ways that continue to unfold even 60 years later. Rock-and-roll music featured ballads about young lovers whose devotion to each other would remain eternal, as well as ballads about star-crossed lovers whose destiny resembled the young lovers of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Other songs, such as Bill Haley and the Comets’ standard, “Rock around the Clock,” unleashed a wild and unbounded spirit that urged teenagers to embrace their own identities and to question, and maybe even to reject, their parents’ authority. In its earliest forms, rock and roll combined elements of jazz and rhythm and blues as it led a new generation across a threshold from their parents’ Big Band sound and the crooners of the 1940s to a guitar-driven sound that delivered a staccato rhythm backed by pounding drums and rollicking keyboards. Many groups attempted to make the transition slowly by maintaining the Big Band sound with what came to be called a “doo-wop” style that featured less hard-driving instrument sections and more focus on the voices of two or three singers as the main instruments of the group.

There’s a deep sense in which rock and roll would not have been possible at all without the work of W. C. Handy, not only his recordings of his own blues songs—which introduced important changes into the musical styles of many guitarists, such as blues master B. B. King and others—but also in the introduction of the sounds of the Mississippi Delta to a new generation of musicians developing this new sound called rock. Handy’s blues tunes—“Memphis Blues” (1909), “Yellow Dog Blues” (1912), “St. Louis Blues” (1914), “Loveless Love” (1914), “Aunt Hagar’s Blues” (1914), and “Beale Street Blues” (1916), among many others—deeply influenced the early rock and roll of the Rolling Stones, Elvis Presley, Ike Turner, and Eric Clapton, to name only a few. For example, the slow blues beat of “Aunt Hagar’s Blues” winds its way through the Stones’ “I Got the Blues” from their landmark 1972 album, Sticky Fingers. On that same album, the group covers “You Gotta Move,” cowritten by Mississippi Fred McDowell and Reverend Gary Davis. Eric Clapton, who grew up playing in John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, consciously introduced American audiences to their own blues musicians by recording songs by artists such as Robert Johnson, Howlin’ Wolf, Little Willie Dixon, and W. C. Handy. One of Clapton’s signature songs, “Crossroads,” immortalized its author Robert Johnson and Johnson’s legendary meeting with the Devil at a Mississippi Delta crossroads, where the bluesman supposedly sold his soul in order to be a master blues guitarist. Yet, in a number of concerts from the mid-1990s to the early decade of the twenty-first century, Clapton bent his guitar strings to the chords of W. C. Handy’s “Loveless Love” and “Joe Turner’s Blues,” often joined by jazz musician Wynton Marsalis. In 1995, Clapton received the W. C. Handy Award for Blues in recognition of his role in keeping alive the kind of music that Handy had introduced to the world.

Handy’s influence can also be seen in the folk movement of the 1960s. His commitment to preserving the music of the folk of the Delta, as well as using that music in his own compositions, provided a model for numerous subsequent music folklorists such as John and Alan Lomax and folk musicians such as Pete Seeger (also committed to preserving folk through his own performance of it) and Woody Guthrie, among others. While folk music is diverse and can be defined in many ways, but the folk movement that dominated the late 1950s and early 1960s in America inarguably sought to resurrect the music of the “folk” (ordinary people) from the early American frontier; the spirituals that slaves chanted in the Southern cotton fields in the nineteenth century; the songs that various immigrant groups brought with them to America in the mid-to-late nineteenth century; the songs of laborers, farmers, millworkers, and miners of the early twentieth century; the protest and grief-filled ballads of the Depression; and the celebration of the American working class in the songs of Woody Guthrie. Both Guthrie and later Pete Seeger introduced Americans to the sounds and stories of men and women outside the mainstream of society, and by the mid-1960s, a younger generation seeking to foster justice, peace, and equality embraced these songs as symbols of their own disaffection with the mainstream of society. Many folk singers curated these earlier songs, preserving them through singing new versions of them for new audiences. A new group of folk singers, including Tom Paxton, Tom Rush, Buffy Saint-Marie, and Bob Dylan, built solidly on these traditions but wrote their own songs in order to reach a new generation for whom “Hang Down Your Head, Tom Dooley” seemed outdated, simplistic, and unsophisticated. Dylan adapted older tunes for his own use, and when the Byrds, a group with whom Dylan had been closely associated, sang Pete Seeger’s “Turn, Turn, Turn” (itself drawn from the biblical book of Ecclesiastes), using a rock beat and jangly electric guitars, folk music had become an integral part of American music, influencing deeply the ways that young Americans thought about war, poverty, race, family, government, and love. Without Handy’s influence in the early part of the twentieth century, and his discovery and recovery of the Delta blues and the jazz rhythms of the juke joints, the folk music movement of the 1960s might not have evolved in the rich ways that it did.

Henry L. Carrigan Jr.
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HEFNER, HUGH (1926–)

There are few people whose rise to fame is as contradictory as Hugh Hefner’s, nor are many able to boast the acquisition of great wealth and fortune by publishing risqué photos of mostly nude women. Hefner’s name has become synonymous with the hedonistic lifestyle—sleek cars, ostentatious mansions and overindulgence in sex and leisure, but what is often overlooked is his rally against the popular, restrained culture of his younger years and his contributions to American entertainment. In Mr. Playboy: Hugh Hefner and the American Dream (2008), Steven Watts likens Hefner’s contributions to Elvis’s in music, Walt Disney’s in movies, or Muhammad Ali’s in sports, stating, “Like these other larger-than-life figures, [Hefner] has become an icon of modern American life who has made a significant impact on our culture” (2).
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Hugh Hefner, 2006. (AP Photo/Kevork Djansezian, File)

Interestingly, Hefner’s rise to his position was an arduous one. In 1952, a 26-year-old Hefner found himself reexamining his life. Already trapped in an unhappy marriage and with fatherhood looming, he cohosted a show at his old high school with a friend. Reveling in the audience’s laughter and applause, he was reminiscing about when he used to be influential and happy in high school. A short time after that evening’s event, Hefner vowed to “do something to escape the ennui that threatened to suffocate him” (Watts 2008, 2). Just a few weeks later, he started his own magazine, which, within 15 years, had taken the country by storm. That magazine was, of course, Playboy.

By the late 1960s, the Playboy “empire” had expanded to become a multimillion-dollar venture with upwards five million readers. In the early 1970s, the readership grew to over seven million. Ever expansive, the empire now included clubs, resorts, music, movies, merchandise, and television shows. The popular bunny logo became “an international symbol of American life” (Watts 2008, 2). In the mid-1960s Hefner had graced the covers of Time magazine and other publications, such as Life and The Saturday Evening Post. In addition, he was a featured guest on television shows like The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson and The Dick Cavett Show where his personal life was made public, including “the shifting bevy of girlfriends, the revolving round bed where he worked and cavorted, and the glass-walled, bathing-suits-optional swimming pool with a bar built alongside” (Watts 2008, 3).

Although Hefner’s personal style was a much sought-after way of living, in 1967 he emerged as not only a purveyor of America’s leisure activities, but also a shaper of and commenter on American values, first through an NBC special exploring “America’s burgeoning culture of leisure and affluence,” where he indicated Americans had a growing interest in ‘the pursuit of pleasure’ and argued “that an older, religious basis for morality had faded and values needed to be reformulated on a more rational basis to promote the happiness of individuals. The genuine enjoyment of life in modern America … demanded liberated sexuality and enthusiastic sophisticated consumption.” According to the moderator of the special, Hefner emerged as the “Chairman Mao of the sexual revolution, issuing maxims for moral guerrilla warfare” (The Pursuit of Pleasure as cited in Watts 2008, 3).

From the magazine’s beginnings, Playboy, and by extension Hefner, served as a gauge by which to measure culture. Watts (2008) explains Hefner “played a key role in changing American values, ideas, and attitudes … [Playboy] was a historical force of significant proportions … In the 1950’s the magazine reflected hip, urban dissatisfaction with the stodgy conformism of the Eisenhower era as it critiqued middleclass suburbansim, the Beat Generation, and the Cold War crusade against communism” (3). Later, in the ’60s, Playboy watched the emerging feminist movement, the civil rights movement, and in the ’70s, “Playboy personified both the ‘Me Generation’ and the economic contractions of the era, while the 1980s saw it become a foil for, and target of, the Regan Revolution” (4).

While Playboy served as a mirror to reflect the changing culture of America, Hefner supported that change and worked to create aspects of the new culture as well. According to Watts (2008), Hefner and Playboy witnessed the beginnings of several upheavals in America, serving as a herald of transforming sexual values while removing sex from the private sector and pushing it into the public. Playboy served as a mechanism for the sexual revolution by discussing the pleasure of sex rather than looking it as merely a biological function. Since the magazine was much more than “dirty pictures” and included sexual advice columns, erotic jokes, and cartoons, it also served as a catalog “for sophisticated purchasing and a guide book for negotiating a daunting new landscape of material plenty” (4).

After World War II, Playboy “served as one of the most persuasive advocates for America’s post war consumer efflorescence” (Watts 2008, 4). As the economy began to switch from basic, necessary goods and services to more consumer-driven products, the magazine supported consumerism. Hefner linked materialism with the culture of leisure, which served to make consumerism an “emblem of America throughout the world. Hefner stood at the center of a popular culture invasion of the United States that swept all before it in the postwar decades” (Watts 2008, 4–5), where the pursuit of entertainment became a driving force in many people’s lives. After the war, glossy magazines, movies, and music began to emerge, replacing the previous institutions like churches or town newspapers. Hefner’s Playboy supported this pursuit of entertainment and encouraged the hedonistic pursuit of pleasure that was previously disapproved of.

Finally, Hefner and his magazine served as the “whipping boy” of the emerging woman’s feminist movement, which saw the objectification of women as scornful. The depiction of women as merely sexual objects, they argued, supported male domination and female submission. Hefner did not see himself in the same light, instead thinking of himself as “a progressive who was unfairly indicated as a reactionary” (Watts 2008, 5). The disapproving feminists concerned Hefner, who argued that he supported equality in sexual freedom—an argument that most feminists did not agree with. This controversy, still continuing 60 years later, is part of Hefner’s unequivocal contribution to American culture. As Watts explains, “Wave after wave of attacks throughout his career—from anti-obscenity zealots, defenders of decency, religious moralists, conservative politicians, feminist activists—have positioned him as a dissenter in modern America. Indeed, Hefner himself has embraced the role of heroic insurrectionist seeking to overturn outdated, stultifying, Puritan traditions in American culture … As a crusading reformer, he has done much, in the face of often virulent opposition, to loosen restrictions on sexual expression” (2005, 7).

In examining the rise of Hugh Hefner’s contributions to American culture, it is interesting to note that the young man grew up in an oppressive, religious household, where indulgences were not permitted. His family forbade things like drinking, sexual expression, and swearing, and young Hugh was desperate to break free, which partially explains his foray into Playboy. However, before he became an American icon, he was an icon in his younger years at Steinmetz High, demonstrating his early appeal to people.

Hefner was elected as class president in his senior year and later was voted top three in the categories: “Most Likely to Succeed,” “Most Popular Boy,” “Class Humorist,” “Best Orator,” “Best Dancer,” and “Most Artistic” (J. Sellers, personal communication, Nov. 6, 2003, as cited in Watts 2008, 30). Already he was laying the foundation he would later build upon with Playboy, and he began his artistry in a comic strip chronicling his life and experiences. Like many boys his age, Hefner’s preoccupation with women began to flourish. He had many high school girlfriends, yet felt controlled by social restrictions placed on sex. In the early ’40s, sex was seen as something that could result in misery instead of happiness, but his parents’ caution about the risk of unwanted pregnancy did not land with Hugh, who realized that since such a consequence could be avoided, sex did not need to be.

In 1944, Hefner graduated from high school with aspirations of being a cartoonist, or a writer for a magazine, but first he joined the army to serve his country in the Second World War. He spent two years in the military and was honorably discharged in 1946, returning to an unfamiliar world. Trying to return to the life he knew before the army, he attended a couple of Steinmetz High School dances, but realizing he could not recapture the feeling he had in school, he used the GI Bill to enroll at the University of Illinois and graduated in two and a half years.

Although he majored in psychology, Hefner maintained an active role in his cartooning, publishing cartoons regularly in the Daily Illini and Shaft. He maintained his relationship with his high school girlfriend Millie, and in 1948 they finally engaged in sexual intercourse, even though Millie was fraught with fears of becoming pregnant. Previously, their sexual encounters had been unsatisfactory, and this one was no different. Desperate for romance, Hefner began seriously considering marriage. He “created a fantasy of romance and placed Millie at the center of it, even when both of them sensed it was overblown” (Watts 2008, 43).

In 1948, Alfred Kinsey’s book Sexual Behavior in the Human Male came out and faced a mixed reaction from the American public. Indeed, critics “denounced it for encouraging a degradation of American morality and mounting an attack on the family structure. More sophisticated critiques chided Kinsey for focusing on the biology of sex while neglecting important cultural, psychological, emotional, and social dimensions. But regardless of attitude, a majority of Americans probably agreed with Time magazine that Kinsey’s most striking achievement had been his ‘open discussion of sex … which got such matters as homosexuality, masturbation, coitus, and orgasm into most papers and family magazines’ ” (Morantz, n.d. as cited in Watts 2008, 45).

The uproar over Kinsey’s book hit close to home for Hefner, and soon he became the editor for Shaft, using the magazine as “a particular venue for his sexual enthusiasms” (Watts 2008, 45). In a prototype for the upcoming Playboy magazine, Hefner introduced “Coed of the Month,” which included a photograph of a young woman along with basic information describing her activities, future plans, and other interests.

More importantly than his work at the magazine, in 1948, Millie confessed to Hefner that she had been unfaithful, shaking the young man who described the event as “ ‘the single most devastating experience in my entire life’ … The affair, it seems clear, encouraged Hefner to distrust women and the notion of commitment to, and from, them … Bruising his male ego and, even more importantly, deflating the romantic fantasy he had built up around Millie, the affair scarred him for life” (Watts 2008, 48).

Although Hefner married Millie, his personal life was on uneven ground. Still, he graduated from the university, and while looking for work in 1950 he read Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead, which made him realize his individualism. The hero of the novel inspired Hefner to realize “individualism lay at the heart of a free society while communism, socialism, and fascism offered a suffocating collectivism” (Watts 2008, 5). Soon, this individualism caused him to focus back on Kinsey’s work, and he looked to sexual behavior and standards. This began to lead to Hefner’s burgeoning obsession with sex. Soon, he began organizing parties featuring risqué games such as strip poker or strip charades and creating “stag films.” He began suggesting more and more adventurous sexual escapades, including making love on the same bed with another couple and eventually threesomes. This growing sexual adventurism eventually led to the creation of Playboy in November 1953, allowing Hefner to combine his interest in publication and sex.

The first Playboy, although crudely put together, combined all of the elements that would ultimately make the magazine a hit. Marketed to men “between the ages of 18 and 80,” Playboy “[promised] sophisticated amusement for young, urban males who sought relief from the stresses and strains of workaday life” (Watts 2008, 71). The magazine emerged, offering an alternate way of life to settling down and starting a family, which was previously seen as the only way to be happy. Hefner, of course, recognized that his magazine “embodied social fantasy as much as reality. While his magazine affirmed the appetites of well-connected stock traders … it also provided a kind of wish fulfillment for weary salesmen or aspiring young middle managers who desperately wanted to believe they were on the fast track” (Hefner as quoted in Whitney 1955, 37). Hefner saw it as a magazine promoting escapism, which was just what people were seeking.

Although Playboy was for the most part focused on sex and removing the binds of sexual repression, it “advocated a wide variety of leisure activities to enhance the good life” (Watts 2008, 79), including advice on clothing, cuisine, and entertainment, which eventually led to skyrocketing sales in subsequent years. This was not without its problems, however. The U.S Post Office delayed and denied the magazine a permanent second-class mailing permit that was issued to periodicals, which resulted in a court case turning $100,000 over to Playboy. Soon, Hefner recognized the demand for the leisure-advocating publication had outgrown a single editor and began to expand.

As he had done earlier in the “Coed of the Month,” Hefner introduced the world to the “Playmates,” who were featured in each issue. The Playmates, Hefner indicated, could be anyone, the new office secretary, a teacher, even the girl next door. In several cases, the Playmates earned great fame and notoriety from their appearance. In addition to the Playmates, Hefner introduced the “bunnies,” girls chosen for their “good looks and vivacious personalities” who served as waitresses and hostesses in the Playboy clubs. The bunnies became “a magnet for hordes of men eager to see magazine images in the flesh” (Watts 2008, 161). Soon, the Playboy Mansion had a floor converted to a dormitory, where the bunnies could live, and Hefner brought his brother, Keith, on staff to manage the female workers. Bunnies had strict guidelines to follow in order to avoid any gossip or notions of sexual indecency. The Playboy clubs were a huge hit, and within a year of opening they had enrolled over 50,000 members. The next few years would see an expansion into 15 cities in America, with a membership of half a million.

In 1961, 35-year-old Hefner was the creator of a $20 million empire founded on Playboy magazine and saw himself as the spokesperson for the current generation, and critics continued to question his morals while grudgingly acknowledging his success. Writer Russell Kirk (1963) noted that Hefner portrayed men as “emotionally retarded … perpetually snickering adolescent[s],” and Benjamin DeMott (1962), an English professor, exclaimed that Playboy’s vision was that of “the whole man reduced to his private parts” (as cited in Watts 2008, 173). These statements caused Hefner to pull back slightly and feature “The Playboy Philosophy,” in a new editorial series. Stepping into his role as a philosopher, Hefner, in the late 1960s spoke against “America’s anticommunist foreign policy, denounced its involvement in the Vietnam War, and advocated United Nations control of its nuclear arsenal” (Watts 2008, 214). He also condoned the use of recreational drugs like LSD and marijuana, still maintaining that everyone is in control of his or her own body. Hefner explained later, “I yearned for a world without boundaries in which men of varying political, ethnic, and religious persuasions lived together in a free and just society. That was the sort of idealistic bleeding-heart liberal I was” (as cited in Boyd, 1990, 33), which also explains his desire with the Playboy empire to express sexual freedom as well.

Soon, the familiar bunny logo began turning up on everything, from political cartoons mocking Hefner’s influence, to jewelry, clothing, school supplies, etc., and in 1971, the Playboy Mansion West opened as a fantasy turned to reality. Hollywood’s beautiful celebrities flocked to it, until Hefner married Kimberly Conrad and the mansion became a place of family where Hefner raised his children. Playboy reflected its creator’s changed values, and “Hefner’s magazine tacked toward the middle, seeking to carve out a welcoming space for the mature family man as well as the carefree bachelor. It tried to make room for sexual expression and moral restraint, personal pleasure and meaningful relationships, self-fulfillment and family responsibility” (Watts 2008, 406).

In the last several decades, many documentaries have been made on the still larger-than-life Hefner and the girls of the mansion, both in print and on television, with Hefner emerging as the older, grandfatherly man. Although he spends much of his dating life cavorting with younger women, he often dispenses advice and supports the girls he surrounds himself with. Kendra Wilkinson, who became Hefner’s girlfriend in 2004 when she was 18, indicated that Hefner, figuratively, saved her life. His mansion is more than a misogynistic collection of high-heeled girls and sexual freedom, but rather a place where “women are idealized and protected, adored and sustained in return for being loyal, good-looking, and noncompetitive” (Watts 2008, 445). In the documentary The Girls Next Door, Bridget Marquardt, one of Hefner’s girls, explained, “Hef’s life has always been a fantasy for men; this is the first time it’s become a fantasy for women” (Watts 2008, 445).

Now well into his eighties, Hefner is still going strong, but Playboy is still not without its controversies. As Steven Watts explains, “Hefner and modern America have walked a precarious line regarding humane, democratic principles. Men seeing women (and vice versa) as sex objects is perfectly natural and in accordance with the biological imperatives of the species. But seeing women only as sexual creatures diminishes them and threatens to undermine a larger creed of human equality … Hefner and the American mainstream, while reasonably rejecting overheated claims of male sexual tyranny and gender warfare, must be careful to recognize the full humanity of women” (2008, 454). Watts emphasizes Hefner’s influence on modern American culture, indicating that he, like others in the sex industry, hold great responsibility maintaining that women are more than just sexual objects, while still depicting them as objects of sex.

The question remains, much like the chicken and egg quandary: Did America create Hugh Hefner, by allowing him free reign to capitalize on his sexual fantasies, or did Hugh Hefner create a sexually free America? Without Hefner’s sexual libido, desire for romance, and entrepreneurial vision, America might still be stuck in the 1950s, where sex was typically seen as something only between a married man and a woman for the purpose of procreation. On the other hand, without America’s desire for escape from the stodgy sexual taboos, growing capitalism, consumerism, and postwar desire for material wealth and leisure, Hefner would not have experienced his rise in success. Watts (2008) puts it best in the conclusion of his book, stating “For good or ill—and the publisher would be the first to agree that each individual must be free to judge—we do live in a Playboy world in modern America. And what we think of Hugh Hefner is what we think of us” (2008, 454).

Lucy Mrvichin
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HENSON, JIM (1936–1990)

There are only a few entertainers whose work so transcends the medium in which they work that their name becomes synonymous with that form of art or entertainment. By the 1980s, after working in entertainment for over a quarter of a century, Jim Henson’s name was synonymous with puppetry. Were it not for Henson’s creating a cast of puppet characters uniquely known as the Muppets, it is likely that in the twenty-first century puppetry as an art form would have been widely viewed as an archaic relic belonging to a pre-motion-picture era. Instead of abandoning the age-old form of puppetry in the mass media twentieth century, Henson learned how to use television and film to advance it to unprecedented creative heights. Perhaps more importantly, for decades parents have entrusted his puppet characters of the various television programs created by him and his company to entertain their children and to also help them teach their children elementary life lessons. As a result, Henson revolutionized educational programming for children and entertainment programming for families using puppetry, an art form that many today would dismiss as simplistic if not for Henson.

[image: image]

Jim Henson, 1978. (AP Photo)

Born in Greenville, Mississippi, on September 24, 1936, from an early age Jim Henson became interested in puppetry from watching various early television puppet programs and listening to ventriloquist Edgar Bergen and his dummy Charlie McCarthy on the radio. Bergen was an idol of Henson, who would have the opportunity to work with him near the end of Bergen’s life. Henson’s family eventually moved to a Washington, D.C., suburb in Maryland, and while attending high school he was the cartoonist for the school newspaper and a member of his school’s puppetry club. This gave a teenaged Henson the opportunity to create puppets for The Junior Morning Show, a short-lived Saturday morning children’s show that aired on local television. But despite his obvious interest in puppetry, Henson was equally interested in exploring new methods of broadcasting. He was able to combine his interests as a college freshman at the University of Maryland, College Park, as in 1955, after serving as a puppeteer on one the channel’s other programs, he was asked to create a late-night, five-minute weekday puppet show, Sam and Friends, for local television station WRC-TV. Sam and Friends featured the titular human-like character and his interactions with several other puppets, including the very contemporary Harry the Hipster and a lizard-like puppet named Kermit, who with some key modifications would later become Henson’s trademark character, Kermit the Frog. Sam and Friends, which ran until 1961, allowed Henson and fellow puppeteers like Jane Ann Nebel (who would become Henson’s wife in 1959) and Jerry Juhl to develop their puppeteering skills and to also experiment with camera techniques that would lead them to perform television puppetry in ways that had previously not been done.

Learning from this early experience on Sam and Friends, Henson performed his puppetry in a very different style than other popular puppet television shows like Howdy Doody and Lamb Chop. The most significant difference was that Henson and his fellow puppeteers did not appear on-screen with their puppets, which allowed the Muppet characters (which Henson’s puppet creations were eventually billed as) to develop more distinct and interactive personalities than typical television puppets. In this sense, Henson was not a particularly skilled ventriloquist; accordingly, in many instances there are no humans on-screen interacting with the Muppet characters, and if there are it is rarely the puppeteers. Because of this camera-framing technique, the Muppet characters are treated as completely autonomous beings, which is one of the reasons why characters performed by Henson like Kermit the Frog, Ernie, and Rowlf the Dog continue to live on after their puppeteer’s death. Though there is a lot of Henson’s personality in his Muppet characters, because he and his fellow “Muppeteers” were never tied to the characters on-screen they exist as characters distinct from the puppeteers. As a result, the Muppets themselves became the stars of the various shows they appeared on, not the puppeteers.

Henson and his Sam and Friends team were able to translate their experience on the five-minute show to an even shorter, but far more lucrative, format: commercial advertising. Henson would spend the better part of the next two decades working in television commercial advertising, beginning with 10-second ads for local Washington, D.C., company Wilkins Coffee, eventually making nearly 200 Muppet commercials for that company alone. Other commercials for coffee companies across the country followed, as well as commercials for Lifesavers candy, La Choy food products, Purina Dog Chow (which featured the debut of future Muppet star Rowlf the Dog), IBM, and American Express, among many others. Henson always aimed for humor in these advertisements as a way to both attract consumers to the product and avoid the dull holdover from radio advertising “public service announcement” style that most television commercials still employed. Not only did these short commercials (often only a few seconds long) force Henson to become proficient at quick slapstick gags that would become a characteristic of his future Muppets work, but the wildly popular ad campaigns also exposed his unique form of puppetry to audiences beyond Sam and Friends. The fame from the commercials led to the Muppets (and sometimes Henson himself) appearing on television variety shows such as The Tonight Show, Today, The Ed Sullivan Show, The Mike Douglas Show, The Hollywood Palace, That’s Life, and, most importantly, The Jimmy Dean Show, which ran from 1963 to 1966 and featured Rowlf the Dog as a regular character. Though these appearances were often brief sketches, they allowed Henson to premiere his Muppet brand of humor to a national audience, and, in the case of The Jimmy Dean Show, left Henson financially secure enough to pursue other projects. In particular, he dabbled in experimental filmmaking, eventually receiving an Academy Award nomination for Short Film for his 1965 short Time Piece, and NBC broadcasted two Henson nonpuppet experimental films, Youth ’68 and The Cube, on their Experiment in Television program in 1968 and 1969, respectively. Though these projects had little to do with Henson’s better-known puppetry work, they reveal his lifelong ambition to create entertainment on the cutting edge of technology.

Perhaps the most inspiring aspect of Henson’s personality was his persistence. He steadily built his company from a small outfit that produced commercials and short puppet performances on various television programs in the 1950s and 1960s to ultimately creating successful television shows and films featuring a myriad of puppetry styles aimed at a variety of audiences. Henson’s first regular program after The Jimmy Dean Show, and by far the most successful, remains Sesame Street, a children’s educational show first broadcast in 1969 that has run continuously since. Henson believed that the Muppet humor used to great effect in his various commercials and national television appearances could be just as effective as an educational tool to help children learn their elementary lessons. He was right: it is not an exaggeration to say that Sesame Street has taught millions of children some of their earliest lessons. While Henson did not create the concept behind Sesame Street, he created the show’s Muppet characters and was the puppeteer of the popular Sesame Street characters Ernie and Guy Smiley, as well as Kermit, who made frequent guest appearances; the show’s Muppets quickly became Sesame Street’s most iconic element. The Muppet characters soon moved from being featured in only short vignettes in the initial episodes to being used throughout the entire show, a format that the series still follows today. The Muppets of Sesame Street continue to teach children basic elementary lessons about numbers, letters, colors, and shapes as well as important life lessons emphasizing the importance of diversity and sharing. The timelessness and universality of the Muppet characters have helped Sesame Street not only last from generation to generation but have also helped it spread to nearly every country in the world in mostly foreign-produced international versions. Yet the basic concepts of Sesame Street do not change from international market to international market, with the Muppet characters remaining the core element in each territory.

Sesame Street demonstrated one of Henson’s key strengths: his willingness to collaborate creatively with others. Despite his genius, he would not have been able to bring most of his ideas to life without his team of collaborators, whom he recruited one by one as his Muppet-related projects increased in scope and became more demanding. Chief among them were his fellow Muppeteers, including Frank Oz, David Goelz, Richard Hunt, Jerry Nelson, Steve Whitmire, and Kevin Clash, who along with Henson created and puppeteered the zany puppet creatures in various television shows and movies. Other key collaborators included Jerry Juhl, who initially worked with Henson as a puppeteer in the Sam and Friends days, but would eventually become the head writer for The Muppet Show; and Henson’s son Brian, who would work as both a puppeteer and later on the production side of the Muppet films. In particular, Frank Oz—who portrayed Miss Piggy, Animal, and Fozzie Bear, as well as Bert, Grover, and Cookie Monster on Sesame Street—became Henson’s closest collaborator after joining the Muppets team in 1963, and codirected the film The Dark Crystal (1982) with Henson. Oz would later solely direct the third Muppets film, The Muppets Take Manhattan (1984), and go on to a successful career as a director while still maintaining his Muppet ties. Yet Oz’s work is probably best represented by the frequent interaction between his and Henson’s characters, including Henson’s Kermit to Oz’s Miss Piggy and Fozzie Bear, and Henson’s Ernie to Oz’s Bert. It would be inconceivable to think of the Muppets achieving such worldwide popularity without the foundation built on Henson’s and Oz’s characters, who have a very human-like level of interaction. With his team of collaborators in place and exposure on national television, it seemed like it would only be a matter of time before the Muppets would help Henson revolutionize various forms of entertainment beyond Sesame Street.

As a result, even after the debut and success of Sesame Street Henson was not content with just producing children’s television, believing that his Muppets could appeal to people of all ages, as they had during the Muppets’ national television appearances. This was the impetus for Henson’s short association with Saturday Night Live, for which he created a unique set of swampy puppets who lived in the Land of Gorch. This proved to be an unsuccessful partnership because the vignettes made, at best, an awkward partnership with the better-known live-action skits (along with the fact that Henson and his collaborators had to work from scripts produced by the show’s staff and not by the puppeteers), but the experience led to Henson creating the prime-time Muppet variety show The Muppet Show. American networks were uninterested in a more mature Muppet series because after the success of the Muppet characters on Sesame Street, it seemed to them that Henson’s brand of puppet humor could only appeal to children (even though this ignored his previous successes outside of the Sesame Street format). In 1976, Henson convinced British media mogul Lew Grade to finance and distribute the show not only in England but as a syndicated series in the United States. The result, much to the surprise of American television networks, was a smash hit, and The Muppet Show and its five-year run made superstars out of Kermit the Frog and other colorful characters like Miss Piggy, Gonzo, and Fozzie Bear. Unlike Sesame Street, the focus of The Muppet Show was purely family entertainment, recalling the infectious slapstick and absurdist humor of Henson’s commercial work and earlier Muppet guest appearances on television variety shows. After its initial ratings success, the show never ran out of celebrities who were willing to guest star on the zany, chaotic series, and Henson and his Muppets made even more television appearances than they had during Henson’s commercial days. Not only did he prove American television executives wrong, he even exceeded his own expectations when the humor of the series was successfully translated into three Muppet theatrical films produced in his lifetime: The Muppet Movie (1979), The Great Muppet Caper (1981), and The Muppets Take Manhattan (1984). Of the three, The Muppet Movie had the most success, earning $65 million at the domestic box office and rave critical reviews, plus two Oscar nominations, including one for Best Song for Kermit’s “Rainbow Connection,” which has since become one of the Muppets’ signature songs. All three films feature a host of celebrity cameos, all eager to have the opportunity to interact with Kermit and his friends.

Nonetheless, despite continued high ratings, Henson decided to end production of The Muppet Show during the filming of The Great Muppet Caper because even with the massive success of Sesame Street and The Muppets, he did not wish to stop pushing his puppetry to new creative horizons. Henson directed two fantasy films utilizing more advanced puppetry than the Muppets, The Dark Crystal (1982) and Labyrinth (1986), which were much darker in tone than Henson’s familiar Muppet work. In particular, The Dark Crystal earned rave reviews mainly because the groundbreaking film did not utilize any human actors in its cast—every character that appeared on-screen was portrayed by some form of puppetry. A second children’s puppet television series created by Henson, Fraggle Rock, and an animated version of the Muppets, Muppet Babies, both had lengthy, successful runs. He also produced other critically acclaimed programs like Jim Henson’s The Storyteller and The Jim Henson Hour, the latter featuring a computer-generated character, Waldo C. Graphic, years before computer-generated characters became common in the industry. By the end of the 1980s, not only were Henson’s characters household names, but Henson himself became known as a champion of quality entertainment for all ages.

When Henson died unexpectedly in 1990 at age 53, he was still hard at work developing several shows. In fact, he was in the process of selling the Jim Henson Company to the Walt Disney Company so he could leave the day-to-day business operations to others in order to fully immerse himself in the creative aspects of his work. Though the deal fell through after Henson’s death, Disney would eventually purchase the rights to the Muppet characters (which are still performed by Henson’s company, albeit with some of the younger puppeteers taking over the characters from deceased or retired puppeteers) in 2004. Similarly, in 2001, the Jim Henson Company sold the rights to all the Sesame Street Muppets to Sesame Street’s production company Sesame Workshop, but, as with the later Disney deal, Henson’s puppeteers still perform the characters. Though the business relationships between the Jim Henson Company and its flagship characters have been severed, it’s obvious that those characters will continue to appear in all forms of media for decades to come. For example, in 2011, over 20 years after Henson’s death, not only was Sesame Street in its 42nd season, but Disney released a new film starring The Muppet Show characters, simply titled The Muppets, intending to not only introduce the characters to younger audiences but to celebrate them with older audiences who grew up with them and remember them fondly. The Muppets received overwhelmingly positive reviews and has since become the highest-grossing Muppet film. In addition, a feature film version of Fraggle Rock and a film sequel to The Dark Crystal are in development. Henson’s creations—particularly Sesame Street and the Muppets—continue to appear across a variety of media, including in popular Internet video skits produced by Disney. It seems that all of Henson’s characters are the timeless entertainments that their creator always thought of them as.

Jim Henson’s ultimate legacy is debatable, but none of the debate questions his creative genius. Whether he will be most remembered for creating characters like Kermit the Frog, or for his innovative achievements in puppetry in films like The Dark Crystal, or for teaching millions of children some of their earliest lessons with Sesame Street is hard to know for certain, yet each accomplishment sets Henson far beyond the achievements of most entertainers. Perhaps the most significant sign of his influence is that over two decades after his passing, his characters are still pervasive in popular culture and are loved by both children who were born years after Henson’s death and “children” of all ages who can’t help but laugh at the infectious style of Muppet humor. Though most contemporary visual special effects for films and television have used computer-generated imagery rather than puppetry, it is no surprise that some filmmakers have adapted computers to process motion capture effects involving actors using their whole bodies as digital puppets to bring fantastic characters to life with computer effects, such as actor Andy Serkis in The Lord of the Rings trilogy (Jackson 2001, 2002, and 2003) and Rise of the Planet of the Apes (Wyatt 2011). This full-body digital puppetry is not far removed from the type of puppetry that Henson developed for his films and television work, and it is doubtless that had Henson lived into the twenty-first century, he would still be dazzling audiences of all ages with his puppetry, both digital and traditional.

Yet it isn’t hard to also imagine that if Henson was still alive today, after all his hard work creating new technology to entertain and educate he’d relax by picking up his Kermit the Frog puppet, the gentle Muppet ringleader who remains the character most associated with him, and gather his legendary team together for another Muppet shoot in order to fulfill his dream of, as Kermit himself puts it in The Muppet Movie, “singing and dancing and making people happy. That’s the kind of dream that gets better the more people you share it with.” Henson shared that dream with millions, and his imaginative approach to creating entertainment has always been a sure-fire way to make those millions happy.

Christopher McKittrick
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HITCHCOCK, ALFRED (1899–1980)

In his 2009 essay “The Trouble with Hitchcock,” culture critic Terry Teachout argued that the artistic merits of Hitchcock’s work have been widely exaggerated. According to Teachout, Hitchcock was “a purveyor of well-crafted entertainment” rather than “an artist of the first rank,” and his work has been overrated because of an unfortunate critical “tendency to treat pop culture as though it were comparable in significance to high art” (2009, 44). Teachout’s argument proved controversial, since scholars and commentators have overwhelmingly viewed Hitchcock as among the most artistically accomplished directors in cinema history. In fact, Teachout wrote his essay to register a minority opinion in response to the prominent French film magazine Cahiers du Cinéma, which in 2008 conducted a poll in which 78 film critics ranked Hitchcock second on the list of “greatest film directors of all time” (behind Jean Renoir) (Teachout 2009, 43).

Unfortunately, Teachout’s critique invokes a somewhat archaic and elitist distinction between high and low art—a distinction rife with problems, especially in the medium of film, where art and entertainment have always constituted the dual imperative of the form. What is most fascinating about Alfred Hitchcock, in fact, is the remarkable degree to which his artistic achievement and his enormous popularity as an entertainer are ultimately inseparable. An impressively innovative director, Hitchcock pioneered or perfected a range of cinematic techniques that profoundly influenced the medium of film precisely because those techniques engaged large audiences of viewers who found them immensely entertaining. Directors since Hitchcock have appropriated these techniques because they are demonstrably effective, and it is clear that the conventions of film today owe a great deal to one of cinema’s most accomplished, inventive, and also popular film directors, Alfred Hitchcock. But Hitchcock’s stature among film critics and scholars developed slowly. Even after his rise to fame as a popular Hollywood filmmaker, he was viewed primarily as the producer of bankable suspense thrillers, until a younger generation of European filmmakers associated with the French New Wave movement took a deep interest in his work during the late 1950s and early 1960s. This led to influential French filmmaker François Truffaut’s book of interviews with Hitchcock (published in 1966, with an English translation appearing the following year), and since that time critical interest in Hitchcock has steadily increased; today he is among the most widely appreciated filmmakers, and four of his pictures appear on the American Film Institute’s list of “Top 100 Greatest American Movies.”

Before considering some specific ways in which Hitchcock changed American entertainment, a comment on his status as an American artist may be in order. Hitchcock was born in London on August 13, 1899—roughly about the same time the technology of motion pictures was born—and he lived in England until coming to Hollywood in 1939. Although Hitchcock made films in Britain throughout the silent era and into the 1930s, when he scored his first major successes with films including The 39 Steps (1935) and The Lady Vanishes (1938), the bulk of his work was produced in Hollywood, where he released films through major studios including RKO, Universal, 20th Century-Fox, Warner Bros., Paramount, United Artists, and MGM. Of the more than 50 feature films he made in a directorial career spanning more than half a century, nearly all of his most important work was produced in the United States, including such celebrated films as Rebecca (1940), Spellbound (1945), Strangers on a Train (1951), Rear Window (1954), To Catch a Thief (1955), Vertigo (1958), North by Northwest (1959), and Psycho (1960). Although Hitchcock became an American citizen in 1956 and lived in Los Angeles until his death in 1980, his more important claim to consideration in the context of American entertainment is the fact that his major work was produced by—and also helped to shape—the Classical Hollywood studio system. His popularity among American audiences was immense, and his films garnered a total of 50 Academy Award nominations, including five nominations for Hitchcock as Best Director.
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Alfred Hitchcock, 1956. (Library of Congress)

In order to appreciate Hitchcock’s artistic accomplishments, as well as his impact on American cinema and popular entertainment culture, it is useful to consider a number of techniques and strategies that are now closely associated with his unique approach to filmmaking. Among these are the following: meticulous preproduction work and a deep involvement in most aspects of film production; the ability to direct in a wide range of film genres and to creatively blend conventions from various genres within individual films; the achievement of suspense through controlled pacing and the calculated withholding and revelation of information; an intensely visual sense of narrative storytelling; a signature macabre sense of humor that leavens even his most serious work; a capacity for maximizing the power of new cinema technologies, combined with a keen instinct for when to resist deploying those technologies; an innovative ability to use the subjective point of view (through cinematography, editing, and sound) to pull viewers into the film’s story and its protagonist’s perspective; an understanding of the Hollywood studio system and an ability to capitalize on its most prominent business model, the star system; a willingness to offer erotically suggestive characters, plot, and dialogue that challenged the constraints of the mid-twentieth-century film industry’s self-censorship code; and a prescient appreciation for the importance of marketing and self-promotion (including an unusual openness to the new medium of television), which helped make him one of the most recognizable and iconic figures in American entertainment history. The following discussion considers a few of these important Hitchcockian characteristics and offers some representative examples from films that critics have judged successful as both artistic accomplishments and popular entertainments.

During Hitchcock’s rise to fame in the 1940s and 1950s, American cinema was closely linked to two related art forms thought by many to be film’s true source: drama and fiction. Broadway had been the big stage of American entertainment earlier in the century, and as the stories Americans paid to see performed shifted from stage to screen during midcentury, the telling of those stories retained many of their theatrical conventions—including, for example, a heavy reliance on dialogue in narrative exposition and an emphasis on acting over dynamic cinematography. Then, as now, fiction was often the source of film narratives, with many successful screenplays having their origins in short stories or novels that were often faithfully adapted for the big screen. For example, the most prominent 1940s and early 1950s film noir pictures are as closely associated with the novelists whose work they adapt (Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, James M. Cain) as they are with the directors who made them (John Huston, Otto Preminger, Billy Wilder).

Hitchcock, by contrast, devised an approach to narrative that was neither theatrical nor novelistic but instead truly cinematic, in that it depended primarily on visual rather than literary methods of storytelling. Indeed, he regularly prioritized image over plot, a preference apparent in the many Hitchcock films that employ a “MacGuffin,” a plot device that draws viewers into a story but remains unresolved or ultimately proves relatively unimportant. Hitchcock also prioritized image over dialogue, which was among the reasons he was beloved by French New Wave filmmakers. While his films often include lively, witty, and even sexually suggestive dialogue, their most powerful moments are often relatively or even entirely free of dialogue: the sequence in which Scottie Ferguson (Jimmy Stewart) silently follows Judy Barton (Kim Novak) in Vertigo; the scene in which Roger Thornhill (Cary Grant) attempts to escape the crop duster airplane in North by Northwest; and, most famously, the shower scene in which Norman Bates (Anthony Perkins) murders Marion Crane (Janet Leigh) in Psycho. Although the cinematography and editing are quite different in these three examples, each demonstrates a fundamental reliance on the film image (to convey a sense of foreboding, danger, and violence, respectively).

A closely related characteristic of Hitchcock’s cinema is his famous opposition to method acting and other forms of extemporaneous performance. Rather than welcoming improvisation from his actors, Hitchcock worked tirelessly on preproduction generally and on scriptwriting specifically; by the time he began to film a picture he had produced detailed shooting scripts that included every aspect of camera placement, distance, angle, and movement, as well as meticulous and exhaustive directions for actors. While his relationship with actors was less confrontational than has often been suggested (among his infamous lines in this regard is “all actors should be treated like cattle”), it is certainly the case that he preferred actors to follow his specific written instructions rather than improvise. Hitchcock once quipped that “When an actor comes to me and wants to discuss his character, I say, ‘It’s in the script.’ If he says, ‘But what’s my motivation?’ I say, ‘Your salary.’ ” He also favored the visual over the narrative in handling the literary sources of his films, which he adapted much more freely than was common at the time. While Hitchcock certainly valued the power of literature to generate great stories, he viewed drama and fiction only as narrative inspiration for cinema, and never did he conceive of his role as that of faithful adapter of page to screen (as did many other filmmakers of his day). On the contrary, what we see on-screen is always more important to Hitchcock than the literary narrative behind it, and his best pictures are dynamic and graceful precisely because they resist the stultifying “filmed stage play” visual aesthetic that hampers so many films of the period.

Central to Hitchcock’s emphasis on visual storytelling is his profound understanding of the flexibility and power of cinematic point of view. In particular, he has been justly celebrated for his deft use of what is often called the “subjective camera,” a technique in which the placement and movement of the camera allows it to function as an analog of the human body, thus placing the viewer directly in the subject position of a particular protagonist. This subjective cinematography is viscerally stimulating because it makes us feel as if we are within the action rather than simply watching it from afar, and it may also be used to advance the thematic or symbolic elements of a film’s narrative. While Hitchcock used the subjective camera a great deal—for example, his daring 1944 film Lifeboat confines its audience to the limited points of view of the survivors of a shipwreck who are stranded on a small boat—his most artistic use of the subjective point of view occurs in his Academy Award–nominated 1954 picture Rear Window, which starred Jimmy Stewart and Grace Kelly.

Its remarkable use of the subjective point of view makes Rear Window among the most innovative and influential films of its time, so it is hardly surprising that the picture has received wide critical acclaim. However, it is also important to note that the movie—which made over $5 million in North American rentals (a vast sum in 1950s Hollywood) and would ultimately gross over $30 million—was Hitchcock’s most profitable to date (Finler, 1992, 167). The picture is confined to the Greenwich Village apartment of L. B. (“Jeff”) Jeffries (Jimmy Stewart), a professional adventure photographer who is wheelchair bound while recovering from a severe leg injury. Restless and bored during his long recovery, Jeffries begins gazing out his window, watching his neighbors in their nearby apartments—an innocent form of voyeurism that nevertheless leads to the discovery of a murder. Although the picture is very well written, acted, and produced, its genius lies in Hitchcock’s ability to enclose viewers in the limited perspective of Jeffries, whose point of view is radically constrained by his injury. By shooting and editing so as to allow us to see what Jeffries sees and at the distance and angle from which he sees it (and by employing a camera lens that replicates normal human vision), Hitchcock traps us not only in the apartment but in the wheelchair itself, thus collapsing the conventional distance between the film’s protagonist and its audience. In watching what Jeffries watches and how he watches it we become Jeffries, with the exhilarating effect that we feel immersed in the excitement of the film’s action—and the corollary and more troubling effect that we also become implicated in the questionable ethics that characterize Jeffries’s surveillance of his neighbors. To support this subjective cinematography, Hitchcock also used subjective sound. Rear Window was shot on a huge soundstage constructed to the actual dimensions of an urban apartment building and its central courtyard, which permitted Hitchcock to record sounds emanating from other apartments just as they would have been heard by Jeffries in his own apartment. Although strategic use of the subjective point of view is just one among Hitchcock’s many signature techniques, it helps demonstrate why his artistic achievement and his popular success are ultimately inextricable. Rear Window was a financially successful entertainment precisely because its creator was an innovative artist, and in this sense Hitchcock’s accomplishment directly challenges the distinction between high and low art that Teachout wishes to enforce.

Like many successful artists, Hitchcock embraced new technologies developed within his medium, but also had the good judgment to know when to forego them. For example, in the late 1940s, he was among the first major directors in Hollywood to shoot in Technicolor, but he did not confine himself to the new color technology, instead choosing black-and-white whenever he felt his subject called for it. During the 1950s, he embraced the new widescreen technologies being developed by several major Hollywood studios, and it is his skillful use of Paramount’s VistaVision cameras and production system that make the action sequences in To Catch a Thief so dramatic and memorable. Also released in 1954, Dial M for Murder was Hitchcock’s experiment with dual-strip, polarized 3-D, a new technology he wisely abandoned when its limitations became apparent. Even as late as his 1963 Universal film The Birds, Hitchcock remained on the front edge of technological innovations in cinema, employing a wide range of special effects to depict bird attacks, including “matte painting, travelling mattes, and rotoscoping, along with mechanical models, occasionally used within the same shot along with trained, live birds and the actors” (Finler, 1992, 138–39).

Hitchcock was a popular success as the director of glossy masterpieces like North by Northwest, which had a huge budget (over $4 million), was unusually long (136 minutes), and was produced using innovative cinema technologies (both Technicolor and VistaVision). It is telling, however, that among his greatest critical and popular successes is Psycho, which was released in 1960 (the year after North by Northwest), and which deliberately resists innovative technologies and the large budgets required by their use, instead opting for the spare, grainy look of black-and-white and a conventional production format with few frills. An austere picture that was made for less than $1 million, Psycho was nevertheless a terrific success, and it was among Hitchcock’s most profitable films. While he was quick to adopt the technological tools of his trade in order to entertain audiences who looked to the cinema for new sensory experiences, he resisted those tools when he judged that they might impede the viewer’s immersion in the film’s narrative—an immersion he knew was crucial to the success of films that depend upon suspense for their impact.

While it is certainly the case that Alfred Hitchcock’s films entertained millions, Hitchcock also had a personal flair for entertainment, and he possessed a shrewd gift for self-promotion. More so than any other Hollywood director of the mid-twentieth century, his success as an entertainer was attributable to his self-development into a recognizable and profitable celebrity brand. Indeed, both his personal appearance and his distinctive voice became almost as iconic as his films. The intersection of his cinema and his cult of personality may be seen in his famous cameos, the brief appearances he made in each of his last 37 films. While these cameos are playful and often humorous, Hitchcock’s decision to put himself in front of the camera as well as behind it also strengthened his relationship with his audience and maximized his visibility and prominence as a popular entertainer. Once the indelible image of “Hitch” was ingrained in the popular imagination, it could be leveraged to generate publicity, promote films, and extend his reach into arenas of popular entertainment far beyond the cinema.

The most successful of Hitchcock’s many ventures into entertainment beyond the movies was his popular television show, Alfred Hitchcock Presents, which ran from 1955 to 1965 (in 1962 it expanded to 50 minutes from 25 and so was renamed The Alfred Hitchcock Hour) and remained successful in syndication for many years afterwards. By giving his name to the program, and by introducing each episode with his trademark macabre sense of humor, Hitchcock garnered a huge popular audience even though he directed only 18 of the program’s 363 episodes. Unlike most film directors of his generation, Hitchcock recognized and embraced the entertainment potential (and corollary financial potential) of television, and he also understood the new synergies being generated by an emergent multimedia entertainment environment (in this respect he resembles Walt Disney, who was only two years his junior). For example, the popularity of Hitchcock’s films and the adroit cultivation of his own celebrity launched his TV show, the success of which consequently helped him to finance and produce his feature films; occasionally he even borrowed from his television crew to reduce the cost of his films, as he did most notably in shooting Psycho.

Even before the advent of television, Hitchcock had cultivated cross-media marketing strategies. For example, in 1940, he directed an episode of the popular CBS radio drama Suspense—an episode that not only was based on his own silent film The Lodger (1926) but also was specifically calculated to promote his new United Artists feature film, Foreign Correspondent (1940). That his ability to capitalize on multimedia promotional strategies ultimately made Hitchcock a profitable franchise is suggested by many other Hitchcock spin-offs and tie-ins, such as the juvenile sleuth book series Alfred Hitchcock and the Three Detectives, in which he also appeared as a character, numerous collections of suspense fiction published with his name in the title—books like Alfred Hitchcock Presents: Stories to be Read with the Door Locked and Alfred Hitchcock’s Supernatural Tales of Terror and Suspense—and Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, which began publication in 1956 and which, after more than a half century, remains in production today. Although Hitchcock had nothing at all to do with these various book and magazine ventures, licensing his name to them made him an even more visible and profitable brand in the American entertainment industry.

Alfred Hitchcock was an extraordinarily successful entertainer, and one for whom artistry and popularity were not mutually exclusive but rather mutually enabling. His understanding of human psychology was matched only by his prowess as a filmmaker, and while he worked skillfully in a wide range of film genres, perhaps his greatest achievement lies in the elevation of the popular suspense thriller to the level of cinematic art form. By combining mystery, suspense, and violence with action, sensuality, and humor—and by strategically subordinating the narrative aspects of film to the power of its visual image—he created a distinctive style of filmmaking that has fascinated audiences of his own time and ours. That “Hitch” himself became an iconic figure not only in film but also in radio, television, books, and magazines is entirely fitting for an artist who was among the most popular and influential entertainers of the twentieth century.

Michael P. Branch
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HOLIDAY, BILLIE (1915–1959)

In 1958, Frank Sinatra declared that Billie Holiday was “unquestionably the most important influence on American popular singing in the last twenty years” (Clarke 2000). Fast-forward to the twenty-first century, and Holiday’s impact on American music seems even more profound. She has influenced the likes of Lena Horne, Tori Amos, Sarah Vaughan, Cassandra Wilson, Kate Bush, Tina Turner, Natalie Merchant, Macy Gray, Joan Osborne, Amy Winehouse, Joni Mitchell, Norah Jones, and Beyoncé. In addition, she sparked mainstream acceptance of musical protest and thus serves as catalyst to music recorded by Bob Dylan; John Lennon; Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young; Country Joe and the Fish; Grandmaster Flash; Public Enemy; Rage Against the Machine; Sonic Youth; R.E.M.; Green Day; the Dixie Chicks; Pink; and many others. Though Holiday struggled personally, financially, and even professionally for much of her life, her posthumous success and influence are nearly unmatched in American music.

Though the celebrated opening of Holiday’s autobiography is technically inaccurate, it certainly captures some of the essence of the problems her family had as well as her own fantasy about what they could be: “Mom and Pop were just a couple of kids when they got married. He was eighteen, she was sixteen, and I was three” (Holiday 1956, 5). As Holiday biographer Donald Clarke points out, not only are the ages designated incorrect, for Sadie was 19 when Holiday was born on April 7, 1915, but so, too, is the claim that Sadie and Clarence ever married. Their immaturity, though, was to blame for many of their failings as parents, so it makes sense that Holiday exaggerated their youth. Sadie would forever vacillate between acting the parts of controlling parent and jealous older sister to her only daughter, whom she named Eleanora Fagan. Clarence Holiday, largely absent from his daughter’s life, sought instead the thrill of the stage and the road. To be fair, he wasn’t altogether missing from Holiday’s life; by 1935, he was regularly catching her show and had for years been giving Sadie and Billie money for rent and other necessities, though sporadically and only, apparently, under pressure from his daughter (Clarke 2000).

Holiday saw both of her parents as victims, excusing much of their mutual bad behavior on the grounds that they hadn’t ever been given a fair shake. The victimization of her father, she believed, began when he was sent overseas to fight in World War I. According to Holiday, her father wanted to play the trumpet, but after being exposed to poison gas in the war, he no longer had the lung capacity required, and so, upon his return to the United States he learned the banjo and guitar instead (1956, 6). Holiday also believed that the exposure to gas also eventually killed him, as he died of pneumonia exacerbated by difficulties finding proper medical care as he was traveling and performing in Texas in 1936. In reality, although Clarence was enlisted during the war, he probably wasn’t exposed to poison gas (Clarke 2000). It’s also possible that he wasn’t turned away from a hospital or moved because of racism but because he was a veteran and was directed to seek care at the nearby veterans’ facility. That matters little, for as far as Holiday was concerned, her father was killed by Jim Crow segregation.
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Billie Holiday, 1949. (Library of Congress)

Her mother’s victimization was largely economic: Sadie Fagan worked as a domestic much of her life, rarely earning enough to keep herself and her daughter comfortable, fed, safe, and together. Holiday was regularly shuffled around, with various relatives caring for her when her mother couldn’t or wouldn’t. The worst of these situations she described in her autobiography, inventing a fictional “cousin Ida” but likely describing actual instances of abuse and mistreatment. She wrote, “all of us were crowded in that little house like fishes … When [Ida] was upset she’d beat me something awful. Not with a strap, not with a spank on the ass, but with her fists or a whip” (Holiday 1956, 6–7).

Relatives were not the only blight on Holiday’s happiness: well before she reached puberty, she was raped by a middle-aged neighbor. Holiday remembers “kicking and scratching and screaming” while the neighbor and a female friend of his held her down (Holiday 1956, 15). Her mother arrived on the scene in time to see the child fighting, but apparently not in time to prevent her from being raped. To her credit, Sadie immediately called the police and sought justice for her daughter. In this case and so many others in her lifetime, though, Holiday would be further victimized by the system. Although the police charged her neighbor with rape and he went to jail, she was likewise arrested. Part of the problem, according to both Holiday and Clarke, was that Holiday looked mature for her age and thus wasn’t treated as the child she was. Equally problematic was the 1920s tendency of authorities to blame the victims of rape for the crimes committed against them. Sealing her fate, Holiday had been left unattended by her mother, and given the flaws in the system, this resulted in Holiday’s being sent to a Catholic reform school (Holiday 1956, 16–17). Thus, after the most traumatic experience of her young life, Holiday was arrested.

Sadie Fagan was a complicated woman, one who alternately loved and resented her daughter. Holiday’s loyalty to her mother inspired her to fudge some facts in her autobiography, making her mother seem saintly and selfless if naïve. Clarke notes that Sadie was arrested for prostitution at least once and likely pulled her young daughter into prostitution as well. In Holiday’s version of events, of her own volition, she began running errands for the madam Alice Dean. In Dean’s brothel Holiday first heard the music of Louis Armstrong and Bessie Smith, the two musicians whom she said most influenced her (Holiday 1956, 10–11). It was also here that she first learned the sex trade, though she claimed she was not yet a prostitute. Later in her autobiography, Holiday says that when she moved to Harlem and became a “strictly twenty-dollar call girl,” her mother was so naïve that she thought the brothel a legitimate boardinghouse, her madam an upstanding woman (Holiday 1956, 23). Naïve or not, her mother worried about her getting into trouble, said Holiday, begging her not to “make the same mistake [she] made” (Holiday 1956, 12). Her friend and the ghostwriter of her autobiography, William Dufty, remembers events differently, claiming Sadie intentionally caused the miscarriage of the only child Holiday would ever conceive (Clarke 2000). Whether or not the story is true, Holiday spent most of her adult life yearning for children she would never have.

She also spent much of her adult life seeking the love that had eluded her mother. As Clarke (2000) notes, Holiday had a series of incredibly bad relationships, among them two marriages. The men she loved were unfaithful, cruel, selfish, and sometimes violent. Like Holiday, they battled drug addictions, arguably making her attempts to get clean impossible. They managed her career, sometimes, though none seemed to have Holiday’s best interests at heart. They pilfered much of her money and caused her to experience regular and significant financial insecurity, despite the fistfuls of cash she eventually earned. They also provided loads of material, both in terms of her emotive style and her songwriting. For example, the song “Don’t Explain” was her lyrical response to first husband Jimmy Monroe’s infidelity (Holiday 1956, 105).

Holiday’s triumphant story of her discovery at a New York club is a bit of an exaggeration. According to the legend, her mother was sick and unable to work. Holiday had given up prostitution, and she couldn’t get any money out of her father. She and her mother were hours away from eviction in the dead of a New York winter when she walked into Pod’s and Jerry’s speakeasy and asked for a job as a dancer. They gave her an audition on the spot, in front of a live crowd. She bombed, and they were ready to dismiss her when the piano player asked her if she could sing. She then sang “Trav’lin’ All Alone,” knocked the socks off of the crowd, and earned 57 dollars that night, more than enough to pay the rent (Holiday 1956, 33–34).

Her real rise to fame was gradual. When she was as young as 13, Holiday was singing in clubs after-hours and starting to pick up a few bucks. This she did in several cities, though it was in Harlem that she made a name for herself. Her first long engagement was at the Hot-Cha Bar and Grill, her first major success when she played the Apollo and got an incredibly enthusiastic reception. She likewise appeared as an extra in The Emperor Jones (Murphy) in 1933, following it up with a part in a Duke Ellington vehicle, Symphony in Black (Walla 1935) (Clarke 2000). She was becoming fabulously successful and was not yet 20 years of age.

During the 1930s and ’40s, Holiday was playing a lot of club gigs, recording at a fast clip, and touring with various groups, including Count Basie’s and Artie Shaw’s bands. She solidified her reputation with other jazz musicians during these years, developing friendships that would last her lifetime. The most celebrated of these friendships was that between Holiday and Lester Young, the saxophone player who nicknamed her “Lady Day.” She dubbed him “Prez,” as she notes in her autobiography (Holiday 1956, 50), and forever considered him her musical soul mate. Clarke writes that the praise given to Young by Whitney Balliett applies equally to Holiday, that they both had “absolute mastery of broken-field rhythm and phrasing—the ability to emphasize the beat simply by eluding it” (Clarke 2000). In the end, they died only five months apart.

Many of Holiday’s recordings from these years are celebrated for their stylistic innovation and verve. Among the best are those she recorded with pianist Teddy Wilson and his ensemble. These records include the hits “What a Little Moonlight Can Do,” “Miss Brown to You,” “Nice Work If You Can Get It,” “My Man,” and “The Way You Look Tonight.” By 1936, Holiday also recorded under her own name, and with a talented group of musicians behind her, she produced “Summertime” (from Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess, which initially failed on Broadway) and “Billie’s Blues,” a song improvised by Holiday and her orchestra while in the studio (Clarke 2000).

In 1939, Holiday began headlining at Café Society, an experimental club satirizing the elite crowd it attracted. Owner Barney Josephson costumed doormen in rags. They and much of the rest of the staff were as likely to refuse to be of service to patrons as they were to accommodate. Josephson adopted the slogan, “The wrong place for the Right people” (Margolick 2000, 40). He insisted that the club be racially integrated in every way, a groundbreaking move in the club scene of those days. Holiday seemed the perfect choice as headliner, for she was obviously talented, but she also attracted a cult following and already practiced what can only be called an early version of black pride. Stately and beautiful, Holiday was also proud and had a reputation for resisting segregation. Her run at Café Society lasted less than a year, but it was pivotal, for it was here that she began singing the protest song “Strange Fruit.”

“Strange Fruit” is a song about racially motivated lynchings. “Southern trees,” the song’s lyrics read, “bear a strange fruit.” Penned by Jewish activist schoolteacher and poet Abel Meeropol (whose pen name was Lewis Allan), the song made its way to Holiday at Café Society (Margolick 2000, 25). She claimed in her autobiography that Meeropol brought the song (still just in poetic infancy) to her, and further claimed that he thought she alone could sing it (Holiday 1956, 84). That, said Meeropol, wasn’t the way he remembered things. He remembers only that Josephson asked him to bring the song to Café Society, and that once there, he played it for Holiday (Margolick 2000, 46).

At first, she worried about singing the song, fearing “people would hate it” (Holiday 1956, 84). Further, she became physically ill each time she sang it (Margolick 2000, 62). Audiences and critics alike attested to Holiday’s emotion in singing this song. Wrote Samuel Grafton of the New York Post, “It is as if a game of let’s pretend had ended and a blues singer who had been hiding her true sorrow in a set of love ditties had lifted the curtain and told us what it was that made her cry” (Margolick 2000, 75). No doubt some of the emotional impact was the result of careful staging at Café Society. Holiday closed her set with the song, leaving the audience with its impact. As well, Josephson saw to it that there was no table service ongoing during the song: “Waiters, cashiers, busboys were all immobilized,” notes Margolick (2000, 50), and all of the house lights went down except a single spotlight fixed on Holiday’s face.

The music critic Leonard Feather called the song “the first significant protest in words and music, the first unmuted cry against racism” (Margolick 2000, 17). The British music journal Q included “Strange Fruit” on its list of “ten songs that actually changed the world” (Margolick 2000, 21). However, not everyone was so enamored of it. John Hammond, the white record producer who liked to claim that he “discovered Billie Holiday” (Clarke 2000), declared that “Strange Fruit” was “artistically the worst thing that ever happened” to Holiday (Margolick 2000, 78). A few other jazz critics shared Hammond’s assessment, as did Jerry Wexler, another record producer. He said of the song, “It’s got too much of an agenda” (Margolick 2000, 80). He criticized its musical merits as well, but for Wexler as for Hammond, the song lacked appeal because it was protest, not despite this fact. Holiday was no doubt aware of these criticisms, but she sang the song anyway.

Not only did she sing the song, she owned it. At some point, Holiday became irrevocably associated with “Strange Fruit.” This had much to do with the way that she sang it. In some respects, she flailed her audience with it, punishing them and forcing them to bear witness to this country’s crimes against her people. Writer Studs Terkel described her performance of the song’s last notes as follows: “It’s like that painting by Munch of the woman screaming, only in this case, you hear it. She leaves the last note hanging. And then—bang!—it ends. That’s it. The body drops. I don’t know of any other song, jazz or pop, that has that kind of ending” (Margolick 2000, 88).

The rest of the association between Holiday and “Strange Fruit” resulted because she inadvertently seemed to be living the song, suffering terribly at the hands of the men whom she loved as well as being tormented by the police for the drugs she couldn’t seem to live without. After her 1947 drug arrest and fairly heavy-handed yearlong sentence in a federal penitentiary, Holiday played Carnegie Hall, announcing her return to society. She closed with “Strange Fruit,” a song the large audience “heard in utter silence” and that one listener described as “throat-tightening” (Margolick 2000, 108–10). Likewise, the most famous portrait of Holiday ever taken, the 1944 photo showing her haunted and serious, pain clearly etched on her face, was snapped by Robin Carson while Holiday sang “Strange Fruit” a cappella (Margolick 2000, 112).

When she left Café Society, Holiday took the song with her. She had to stipulate in her contracts that she could sing “Strange Fruit” if she wished, for some clubs tried to prohibit it (Margolick 2000, 89–90). Once, at a club outside of Los Angeles, Bob Hope intervened on Holiday’s behalf when a white man in the audience began heckling during her performance of the song. Holiday reported that when she toured the South, she had trouble with hostile whites if she tried to sing “Strange Fruit” (Margolick 2000, 91). Whites weren’t the only ones who objected, either. Paul Robeson complained that the song made blacks seem like victims, while other blacks worried that “Strange Fruit” may incite whites to commit acts of racial violence (Margolick 2000, 96).

Still, she sang the song. She sang it when it was requested and when it was banned, though she sometimes refused to sing it if she felt that audiences would be too disrespectful. “And wherever, whenever Billie Holiday sang ‘Strange Fruit,’ it was an event,” notes Margolick (2000, 109). After Holiday’s particularly moving performance of “Strange Fruit” at the Apollo, Jack Schiffman, whose father owned the Apollo, reported that there was “a moment of oppressively heavy silence … and then a kind of rustling sound I had never heard before. It was the sound of almost two thousand people sighing” (Margolick 2000, 99).

Now commonplace is the critical dismissal of Holiday’s late work as poor in quality due to her deteriorated health and voice. Occasionally a fan or critic will embrace that later work as richer, finer, more tragic than her earlier music and sound. The truth about her late work is that the recordings—and likely the live appearances—were hit and miss. Some of Holiday’s finest work appears on recordings from these years. Lady in Satin is exquisite, as is Holiday’s television appearance on the BBC’s “The Sounds of Jazz.” In both cases there is strain on her voice, and she sometimes has trouble finding the right note and thus, as Clarke notes, slyly slides into the right range rather than hitting the note outright. However, because Holiday was always known more for her style than pure vocals, she perhaps got better with time in this regard. Still, some recordings of the time don’t hold up well either because they were overproduced or because Holiday’s instrument simply failed her in the moment.

By the late 1950s, she had been addicted to heroin for more than a decade and still used and drank heavily. She was sick with cirrhosis of the liver and knew it, and yet she seemed driven to perform and record, even as her ankles and legs swelled and her weight plummeted. She continued to give live performances and make recordings, for music was her life. As she told concerned friends who wished her to lie down and rest before a big show, “When you start doing that, you die” (Clarke 2000).

Though it’s possible to find young recording artists who don’t know the music of Billie Holiday, they all feel her influence. Holiday was at the heart of the jazz vocal improvisation movement. She claimed that she never sang a song the same way twice because that just didn’t make sense to her (Holiday 1956, 48). She treated the song as a living, breathing, changing entity, paving the way for many jazz, R&B, rock, rap, and mash-up artists to come. Holiday also listened to the other musicians around her, creating a respectful interaction and collaborative space that many contemporary bands would do well to emulate. She sang about issues that mattered to her, and sometimes in ways potentially detrimental to her own career. She introduced much of the American public to explicit protest in song, something we today take for granted. Among the first of American musicians to exercise open pride in her race, she was also among the first to weather the harrowing difficulties of making music in a racially integrated space. Though her legacy includes drug addiction, tragedy, heartbreak, and an early death, these, too, have imprinted Americans’ notions of musical genius, for better or worse. Perhaps most importantly, Holiday embodied the desire to innovate musically as well as socially, and the need for such attitudes remains alive and well. Holiday saw things changing, but not enough. She suffered most of her life from the social acceptance of domestic abuse, dying before second-wave feminism roused Americans’ ire over this silent epidemic. She didn’t live to see the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and she certainly didn’t see Americans elect the first African American president.

A story told by Madeline Gilford, the wife of a comedian who emceed at Café Society during Holiday’s run, has it that Holiday’s mother objected to her singing of “Strange Fruit.” Holiday told her mother that she had to sing the song in order to make the world a better place. Her mother replied that by the time that happens, “you’ll be dead.”

“Yeah, but I’ll feel it,” said Holiday. “I’ll know it in my grave” (Margolick, 47).

Cammie M. Sublette
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HUGHES, JOHN (1950–2009)

Filmmaker John Hughes never won any major cinema awards, nor did his films ever accumulate many nominations of note on their own. Before his death in 2009 at 59, it’s likely that he never was considered for a prestigious lifetime achievement award from any of the primary artistic film organizations. Of the eight films that Hughes both wrote and directed in his career, and even of the dozens more that he wrote or produced, few, if any, would be considered by any distinguished film critics to be among the greatest films of all time. Yet despite all this, the popularity of Hughes’s films endures, even if decades after their releases the 1980s clothing and music with which his films are saturated have long been deemed humorously out of fashion. His films, particularly the ones that focus on teenagers, changed the way the film industry approached teenagers as subject matter in his attempts to explain how teenagers think, feel, and react during such an emotionally complex period of their lives. More than any other director, Hughes demonstrated an innate ability to reach into the minds of American suburban youth and pull out the difficult, and often painful, sensitive moments that are infinitely relatable, creating timeless films that go emotionally beyond what films about teenagers were once thought to be capable of presenting. Most of all, Hughes refused to pigeonhole teenagers as simplistic stereotypes or condescend to them by mocking emotional issues that may seem trivial to adults who left such issues long in the past but that seem earth-shattering to teenagers going through them.

John Hughes did not invent the teenage film, but he changed the approach that most filmmakers took toward films about teenagers not only by actually casting—with some exceptions—lead actors who were in their teenage years themselves, like Molly Ringwald and Anthony Michael Hall, but also by infusing his characters with less stereotypical and more realistic personalities. His teenagers were also not cut from the same stereotypical cloth as the good-natured Andy Hardy style teenagers of the late 1930s and early 1940s or the juvenile delinquent menaces of the mid- to late 1950s. Nor did they follow the model of the teenagers of the early 1980s coming-of-age sex comedies like Porky’s (Clark 1982), which, while funny, did little to dispel teenage film stereotypes and instead seemed to create a new one—the sex-crazed teenager. Those films collectively often focused on only the “good kids” or the “bad kids,” virtually ignoring the vast majority of teenagers—who occupy the awkward middle ground between the two extremes and who have their own issues with maturity and parental expectations. Before Hughes, films about teenagers were often blatantly condescending toward them, mockingly showing teens as immature and distracted by the one-dimensional obsessions that held them back from reaching adulthood. Beyond that, the perspective of these films was predominately male—not surprisingly, since a vast majority of American filmmakers of those eras were male—and though the female teenagers were often shown in a positive light, it was equally one-dimensional, often focusing on either the “good girl” who wanted to “save” the “bad boy” or the free-spirited exhibitionist who was willing to try anything and, most likely, served as unrealistic wish fulfillment by personifying the ideals of the type of girl the filmmakers wished to have known in high school. Though there were some rare sightings of multidimensional teenagers in Hollywood films before John Hughes, such as in Peter Bogdanovich’s The Last Picture Show (1971) and George Lucas’s American Graffiti (1973), the vast majority of the film industry seemed content to ignore the potential of reaching a teenage audience on a substantive emotional level. After all, why should Hollywood take teenagers and their problems seriously? Most teenagers were already acutely aware that nobody else seemed to care anyway.
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However, the writing career of John Hughes, who was born on February 18, 1950 in Lansing, Michigan, did not begin by focusing on teenagers; it actually began as a Chicago advertising copywriter, writing for established comedians and National Lampoon magazine as more or less a glorified hobby. He launched from those experiences into a career as a screenwriter, but most of his scripts weren’t filmed and the first few that were, like National Lampoon’s Class Reunion (Miller 1982) and Nate and Hayes (Fairfax 1983), were box-office bombs. The one exception was National Lampoon’s Vacation (Ramis 1983), a comedy based on Hughes’s earlier National Lampoon story “Vacation ’58,” which not only had massive box-office success and is regarded as a comedy classic, but allowed Hughes to pursue his career as a writer-director of much more introspective teen-centered films beginning with 1984’s Sixteen Candles.

Of course, when Hughes began making his celebrated teenage comedy-drama films with Sixteen Candles, his films were full of the stereotypical stock characters one would find in any local suburban high school that were typically also seen as one-dimensional characters in high school films. However, the difference is that even when Hughes plays with stereotypes—such as the high school students in Saturday detention in The Breakfast Club (1985), who each famously identify themselves in the stereotypical roles of “a brain, an athlete, a basket case, a princess and a criminal”—he does so intentionally to show how teenagers who may look and act very different within their own social circles are still beset by the same common human problems. In particular, though the “brain” Brian Johnson (Anthony Michael Hall) and the “athlete” Andrew Clarke (Emilio Estevez) fill completely different high school social group stereotypes—and would otherwise likely be adversaries in the halls of any high school—toward the end of their time in detention they both confess to the diverse group of peers their personal fears concerning the embarrassment of failure in the face of parental pressure. It makes little difference that Brian’s parents are strict with him about his academic performance and Andrew’s father is strict with him about his athletic performance; these two characters have similar experiences and, as a result, have a similar reaction to the parental pressure when they openly cry among the other teenagers as they all discuss their personal problems. Hughes reveals here that the stereotypes the teenagers here—and in the real world—conform to are often facades they willingly use to hide the fact that anyone can relate to anyone else on levels and in ways that are often uncomfortable to express. Whereas earlier filmmakers seemed to view teenagers’ attempts to fit themselves into a stereotype as immature and pathetic enough to be mocked, Hughes sees them as a necessary defense mechanism. The stereotypical façade is a standard that can be recognized by anyone and is thus far more relatable to those who are uncomfortable in their own skin than revealing who they really are.

Similarly, unlike most Hollywood filmmakers before Hughes who felt most comfortable with films set in the city, Hughes was perhaps the first major filmmaker who fully embraced the middle-class suburbs and the experience of growing up in them. His teen films might seem like they have low stakes in terms of drama—an unrequited high school crush, cutting class, etc.—yet as nearly universal experiences to American suburban youth, they are infinitely relatable. Crime, adultery, and fear might make great drama for big-city adult films, but in the terms of a suburban teenager an unrequited high school crush can feel far more emotionally taxing than those three all rolled together. Even in Hughes’s most fantastic comedy, Weird Science (1985), he does not let the self-conscious nerdy teenagers, Gary and Wyatt, go without learning how to feel comfortable in their own skins and confident of who they really are. Though the film is a Midas-like “be careful what you wish for” fantasy, Hughes does not stray from his recurring theme of highlighting personal insecurities. While the plot of the film is inherently ridiculous, Hughes does not waste the opportunity to have his teenage characters grow over the course of the film’s comedy.

In fact, it wasn’t until his next directorial effort, the enduringly popular Ferris Bueller’s Day Off (1986), that Hughes finally introduced a teenaged character who is totally comfortable in his skin. The ultraconfident Ferris Bueller—far different than Hughes’s typically insecure teenage characters—has remained an iconic teenager in the history of film, tremendously boosted by Matthew Broderick’s memorable performance. However, Hughes also included Bueller’s best friend, Cameron (Alan Ruck), who filled the awkward Hughes archetype, providing, for the first time in a Hughes film, a contrast between a character who was totally confident and another who totally lacked confidence. Of course, the ultracool, confident, and carefree Ferris Bueller seems almost as unrealistic as the computer-generated superpowered goddess Lisa in Weird Science because as much as the audience likes Ferris, they understand that people like Ferris don’t actually exist, especially as teenagers. Almost everyone has cut school before, but no one ever did so to the same lengths in accomplishing what Ferris and his friends do while manipulating an entire suburban community and high school. In that sense, the character of Ferris Bueller, despite his enduring popularity, is one that is difficult to relate to. In fact, the film is more about the growth of Cameron’s character than Bueller’s, since Ferris does not go through any change himself during the course of the film. It is Cameron who at the beginning of the film is hesitant to cut school and by the end of it affirms to himself, “I am not going to sit on my ass as the events that affect me unfold to determine the course of my life. I’m going to take a stand.” Ferris has no problem with breaking rules, Cameron does—and he learns by the end of the film that he can be as confident and carefree as Ferris is if he only lets himself. Ferris, therefore, is not taking the day “off” for himself because his laid-back nature does not really require him to take a day off. Instead, he does it for his tightly wound friend Cameron to teach him how to think for himself. In the end, Cameron doesn’t tell Ferris “you’re my hero” for no reason, he does so because it’s true: Ferris, as an unrealistic character, is nearly superheroic in his pursuit of ultimate leisure, and, as a result, someone worth looking up to. Though nearly anyone who views the film—teenager or otherwise—will leave it wanting to be more like the “heroic” Ferris, it’s more likely that the viewer is far more like Cameron, the type of person who allows the world to change him or her rather than the other way around. It is perhaps for this reason that even though Ferris Bueller’s Day Off is a comedy, it has been viewed as an inspiring film by many who look at Ferris’s decision to take on the world by simply taking a day off and realizing that all of us—whether we feel trapped by school, work, relationships, or anything else—have the deep desire to have a “day off” from all of it.

In hindsight, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off served as a transitional film for Hughes. He started to work with more emotionally complex characters in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, and he would continue to do so in the final four films that he directed. Of the eight films he wrote and directed himself from 1984 to 1991, the first four deal exclusively with teenagers, while the last four focus on adults and, in a precursor to his 1990s productions, the relationship between parents and their children.

When Hughes first decided to try his hand at directing comedies about adults, he created one of the most popular American comedies of the 1980s, Planes, Trains, and Automobiles (1987). The irascible Neal Page (played by Steve Martin), an advertising executive, could almost be a grown-up version of one of Hughes’s insecure high school archetypes like Ferris Bueller’s Cameron—after all, Neal seems so wound up in his working life that it is almost surprising that he even wants to go home to his family, which is the character’s professed aim throughout the film despite a blizzard rerouting his plane from New York to Wichita instead of his home in Chicago. Like Hughes’s teenage characters, Neal covers himself up in an image—that of a 1980s materialistic yuppie businessman who, contrary to Ferris Bueller’s famous advice, refuses to “stop and look around once in a while” in his fast-paced life. Therefore he is consistently irritated by his polar opposite in Del Griffith (John Candy)—sort of a grown-up Ferris Bueller on permanent vacation, but without Bueller’s bravura and tact—who offers to help get Neal home. Of course, Neal and Del do not mix from the start, yet this fact is not realized by the good-natured but annoying Del. Initially and through much of the film, the audience likely sympathizes with Neal and his struggles against the weather and Del’s constant irritating behavior in order to return home to his family for Thanksgiving dinner, yet once again at the end of the film Hughes does not let us go without finding a way not to our emotional core. Similar to how Hughes revealed the true depth beneath teenage stereotypes in The Breakfast Club, Del Griffith is a much deeper and far more pained character than any viewer would have imagined. He wears the clothes and demeanor of a goofball—and though he even insists to Neal, “I’m the real article. What you see is what you get,” like most of Hughes’s characters Del is revealed not to be completely what he seems. When we find out at the end of the film that Del not only lost his wife years ago, but he is also homeless, we realize that Hughes has played us completely—that the annoying façade that Del portrays throughout the film is a cover for deeply rooted emotional pain. Again, Hughes reveals that no matter what their age, people ultimately feel far more comfortable hiding behind an emotional façade than confronting the truly painful dilemmas we otherwise struggle with internally.

This obvious disdain for the emotionally empty 1980s “yuppie” culture of Neal Page and his world permeated Hughes’s work in the late 1980s. The films Pretty in Pink (Deutch 1986), Some Kind of Wonderful (Deutch 1987), The Great Outdoors (Deutch 1988), and National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation (Chechik 1989), which were all written and produced but not directed by Hughes, each feature characters who would fit either the 1980s definition of yuppie or are children raised in the culture of that social class, and all of them are presented with some degree of negativity, selfishness, or mistrust. That Hughes’s protagonists were often working class or middle class usually added to their individual feelings of inadequacy, as in addition to their emotional self-consciousness they all lack the confidence that comes with money, giving a majority of his films an underlying Frank Capra-like conflict of the “haves” versus the “have-nots.” For example, in a role not unlike the good-natured Del Griffith in Planes, Trains, and Automobiles, Hughes’s Uncle Buck features John Candy as a low-class, cigar-chomping family misfit who has a big heart for his upper-middle-class brother’s family even though he is his brother’s last resort to watch the kids and has even been “folded out” of the wedding photos in order to hide such a low-class “embarrassment” to the family. But none of Hughes’s films focus on the cultural economic expectations of the 1980s as much as 1988’s She’s Having a Baby (Hughes), in which young newlywed Jake (Kevin Bacon) struggles with the transition between his teenage bachelorhood and the responsibilities of a suburban husband and soon-to-be parent. Jake seems constantly at odds with what his family and the culture around him expect of him and his wife. There’s an obvious disconnect between what the “adult” characters believe in and what Jake thinks of what he is supposed to believe in (Jake’s grandfather humorously declares “people don’t mature anymore. They stay jackasses all their lives” before Jake’s wedding to reveal the generational disconnect). This results in Jake lying his way into a job as an advertising copywriter by being smart enough to tell the interviewers exactly what they want to hear. It’s as if Jake, standing in for Hughes, understands the emotional emptiness that is so pervasive in his culture, which flies in the face of trying to do whatever the “right thing” is. After all, is doing the “right thing” still necessary when the culture celebrates the opposite far more often? Despite a vast majority of Hughes’s films being about “growing up” and maturity, he made sure to show in his work that some people never truly mature at all, and perhaps it all stems from the way such people were raised and what they were taught to believe in. Like Cameron, Jake feels the pressure of the necessity of conforming to cultural standards and expectations that end up creating such emotionally unfeeling people as Neal Page or, more humorously, Christmas Vacation’s Todd and Margo Chester, who live in a house that’s so sterile it’s no surprise that they don’t have children. But like Ferris, Jake realizes that it’s easier to play people for the fools they are, consequences be damned.

After directing seven films in six years from 1984 to 1989, Hughes directed only one more film, 1991’s Curly Sue. During that period he also wrote and produced other films that were thematically similar to his own directorial efforts—three of which were directed by Howard Deutch, Pretty in Pink, Some Kind of Wonderful, and The Great Outdoors, and three others by Chris Columbus, Home Alone (1990), Only the Lonely (1991), and Home Alone 2: Lost in New York (1992). But by the early 1990s, Hughes’s written output no longer reflected his introspective body of work of the 1980s and instead consisted of family comedies like the first three Home Alone films, Beethoven (Levant 1992), Dennis the Menace (Castle 1993), Baby’s Day Out (Johnson 1994), 101 Dalmatians (Herek 1996), and Flubber (Mayfield 1997), all with varying degrees of box-office success. Then, like J. D. Salinger—another chronicler of the teenage emotional core—Hughes more or less disappeared from film, though a few films based on concepts created by Hughes trickled out under Hughes’s pseudonym Edmund Dantes. Since he was less involved in the creation of these 1990s and 2000s films than with those he wrote and directed in the 1980s, they have much less in common with the “voice” of those films. In that sense, his unique storytelling voice had been missing from film for almost two decades before his death in 2009.

Unsurprisingly, before his death the idea of creating sequels to his extremely popular teenage films—particularly Sixteen Candles, The Breakfast Club, and Ferris Bueller’s Day Off—was frequently discussed among fans and even occasionally by Hughes himself in his rare interviews. Yet even in an industry in which sequels to popular films are almost a given, these potential sequels were never pursued with any serious intent. What isn’t surprising to anyone with a sense of storytelling is that for the characters in these films their meaningful emotional stories are over at the end of the film, and if we truly wish to know what happened to them afterward, we only need to look to our own similar experiences and the emotional growth that accompanied them. There would be no real joy in seeing The Breakfast Club students get detention together again since their emotional awakening has already happened—similarly, what fun is there in Ferris Bueller taking another day off when he has already taught his friend Cameron his most valuable lesson? This is perhaps why two 1990 television series that spun off Hughes’s films—Ferris Bueller and Uncle Buck—failed after one season. As in real life, these characters would likely grow from their experiences, and even if we caught up with them at a later date for another story, there’s no guarantee that we would even like the people those characters became. Hughes knew that the coming-of-age stories he presented in these films signaled the emotional maturation of these characters, leaving us to consider how we reached that emotional maturity on our own.

But while his singular voice is gone from film, the influence of his work still resonates in character-driven films and television shows that focus on Hughes’s trademarks of teenage conflict and, more importantly, heart. In particular, critically praised “retro” television comedy-dramas The Wonder Years (1988–1993) and Freaks and Geeks (1999–2000) and films like Juno (2007) owe a lot to his work as they deal with teenagers coping with maturity issues in both humorous and heartwarming ways but without resorting to a laugh track or scripts that feel like they were written by middle-aged men out to create a tongue-in-cheek critique of immature teenagers or a coed sex romp. This is John Hughes’s lasting gift to American cinema: just because teenagers aren’t writing or directing major Hollywood films doesn’t mean that they don’t have a voice that could be appreciated and should be heard.

Christopher McKittrick
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JACKSON, MICHAEL (1958–2009)

It is impossible to imagine the world music industry and the industry known as “celebrity culture” without the emergence, formation, shameful decline, and startling yet ultimately “triumphant” death of the man and the fiction, Michael Jackson, born on August 29, 1958, in Gary, Indiana. With a career that spans the Motown music scene of the 1960s (when he was part of the family group the Jackson Five), to the disco era of the 1970s, dominating the 1980s and early 1990s, and ending with a catastrophic “final concert” that would never come to be (as planned), Jackson lived most of his life in the public eye—his gifts with music and dance fought for the spotlight against his knack for eccentricities that captivated his world audience, thus making just about every moment of his life a subject of gossip, a fascinating bauble, an enthralling adventure. His life, for better or worse, was entertainment.

The world—and it is not overstatement to say “the world” because his fans span the globe and there is no real center with England, Japan, and, of course, the United States all vying for “Michael Jackson fan saturation”—would never have been as enamored with Jackson had he not the talent to justify it. When his father, Joe, was forming Michael and his brothers into the Jackson Five, it became abundantly clear that Michael was the most talented of the bunch though he was the youngest. In their television appearances, he was the center of attention, not only for being an adorable little boy, but because he was an adorable little boy with an uncanny sense of rhythm, a magnetic charm, and a voice that sweetly promised to only improve in the years to come. He never became the surly and rebellious teenager that so many child stars become; he always seemed to bask in the attention and love of the public. His relationship with his audience was personal, and they gave him back all the love they could. They would buy his records, of course, but they would also watch the cartoon show The Jackson Five, they’d buy the lunch boxes and the t-shirts, and, eventually, the planet would be littered with studded white gloves and multizippered red leather jackets. Michael Jackson started out as a well-loved “little” front man, but he quickly morphed into a bona fide star who outshone not only his brothers but every music celebrity before him including Elvis Presley, the Beatles, and his friends and influences, Diana Ross and James Brown.

Once Joe Jackson realized that his sons had created a solid and profitable act, he had them out on tour opening for acts that would later influence Michael’s persona and music. There was no other influence more important to Michael than James Brown—as Jackson mentioned at Brown’s funeral. He watched how Brown controlled the audience and kept them wanting more at the end of every performance. Jackson studied Brown’s moves and mannerisms. He did not limit his mimicking to Brown, but watched the choreography of Fred Astaire and other dancers. He was continually looking for moves to add to his repertoire and for rhythms and sounds to add to his music. His early exposure, on the road, to all of the biggest stars of Motown, gave Jackson the raw material for music and dance he could continue to craft into his own unique style for years to come.
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Michael Jackson, 1984. (AP Photo/Lennox McLendon)

Joe Jackson soon moved his family out to Los Angeles, where Michael and his brothers would work with Diana Ross and her producer/mentor, Berry Gordy—the founder of Motown records. Gordy had high hopes for the Jackson 5, and the brothers delivered the kinds of hits he was looking for including “ABC,” “The Love You Save,” and “I’ll Be There.” Each song would showcase Michael’s range—his buoyant and jovial presence in “ABC” and the soul-beyond-his-years of “I’ll Be There” made audiences listen to Little Michael.

In 1988, at the height of his popularity, Jackson wrote his autobiography, Moonwalk. It is a mostly rose-tinted rags-to-riches tale of his success. He details the abuse he and his brothers received from their father, but he steps away from accusation and ultimately hits an “I forgive” note in keeping with the gentle persona he had created. However, the fact that Jackson continued to mention the strained relationship with his father throughout his later career makes it clear that he probably never forgave completely. Moonwalk, though it lacks the bloodletting of most current celebrity memoirs, solidifies Jackson’s need for his public to not only enjoy his music and appreciate him as an entertainer, but to love him as a person. He crafts the figure of a “Peter Pan” (a favorite character of his, whose “Neverland” he would eventually name his vast estate after)—he is only, as he writes himself, a vivacious and happy “little boy” who holds his arms out to the world to embrace him. And they had every reason to do so. Jackson used his public goodwill and deep pockets to support numerous causes to feed children, save the environment, fight alcohol and drug addiction, and respond compassionately to victims of war and of AIDS. Michael Jackson would be involved with such diverse organizations as the United Negro College Fund and what would eventually be known as the Ryan White Foundation. Jackson took interest in the AIDS crisis when it affected and ultimately killed the young boy. In 1984, Jackson was even invited to the White House by then president Ronald Reagan to receive an award for all of his donations and works with charities.

However, none of Jackson’s philanthropic projects could rival the song he cowrote with Lionel Richie in 1985, “We Are the World.” The album, whose proceeds would go toward stopping hunger in the United States and in Africa, became a sensation. Jackson’s fans could buy his music and pat themselves on the back for helping to “feed the children.” The song also continued the fairy tale that Jackson deeply believed about the inherent good of people and their ability take care of one another. A man who had fans on every continent could not seem to fathom the political and personal divides, nor could he accept the fickle nature of the public. He had no precedent to do so—the public had loved him consistently for over 20 years. He needed them and they needed him. In 1992, he created a foundation for poor children to come and spend time with him on his estate, the sprawling Disney-esque Neverland Ranch. The foundation was called Heal the World, and, unfortunately, one of the visits associated with Heal the World would start the downward spiral of his career.

Like Elvis and the Beatles, Michael Jackson was a hit-making machine, and detailing his every musical success would be the equivalent of listing just about every song he ever released as a single, particularly those off of his albums of the 1980s. However, a handful of Jackson’s “musical projects”—they were almost never simply songs—can help to illuminate his impact on the music industry. Though he demonstrated his charisma on numerous television shows and public appearances and even in his part in the movie The Wiz, his coming-out party as the music superstar, the “King of Pop,” had to be his 1983 performance of the song “Billie Jean” for the television special Motown 25. The Jacksons (the name of the post-Michael group) teamed up with their little brother for a medley of many of their old hits, and when they were finished, the brothers left the stage and Michael remained. It could not have been more clearly symbolic of Jackson’s star once and for all unhitching itself from his family—brothers and father. But the symbolism did not stop at the family, for Motown itself was fading behind the rise of pop music, and Motown’s own prodigy, Michael, was the one leading the throng of would-be icons—Cyndi Lauper, Madonna, Prince, etc.

The same album, another collaboration with Quincy Jones (after Off the Wall and various other projects, including the soundtrack to E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial), produced Jackson’s biggest and arguably most iconic hit, the title track, “Thriller.” The song was originally called “Starlight,” and the lyrics still concerned two lovers walking in the night, but Jones and his team, including Rod Temperton, decided to add a little more “Edgar Allan Poe” to the feel. It is a mix of pop and funk, stepping away from the popular disco of the early 1980s; it is, even for Jackson, a risky blend and a daring move toward theatrics. Yet it all works. It works on the radio and in vinyl, but it works even better on the screen. Jackson was dominating Billboard charts, but his videos for “Beat It” and “Billie Jean” were not popular on MTV—they were not popular because they couldn’t get airtime. MTV seemed to have quietly favored a lineup of videos by white performers, in spite of the popularity of music by African American performers like Jackson, Lionel Richie, and Tina Turner. Jackson stood between a musical and social divide of race that continually had him being accused of “selling out” and defending his “blackness.”

However, by the time Jackson was looking for backing to make the video for “Thriller,” MTV had done a complete turnaround and agreed to partner with him. They produced a 14-minute film short, much more than a simple music video. The story, set in a 1960s town, follows two lovers walking home after viewing a scary movie. Jackson teases his date, and suddenly a funk beat sends him into a storytelling frenzy. The scene morphs into the scary movie they’ve just left. Vincent Price does the voice-over, zombies dance to choreography that has become synonymous with the song, and Jackson eventually transforms into a werewolf, still sporting his signature red leather jacket. It is everything a music video aspires to be and sets the bar so high that even Jackson would never top it … though he didn’t stop trying.

After Thriller, Jackson’s albums become much more personal and political. He began to flex his influence, and, at first, the public was supportive. The album to follow up Thriller, almost five years later, was Bad, which boasted solid hits like “The Way You Make Me Feel” and “I Just Can’t Stop Loving You,” but the song (and video) from the album that represented yet another shift in Jackson’s public persona was the ballad “Man in the Mirror.” The song is a sermon about our need to look at the world around us in sympathy, and it struck a chord with his audience. However, Bad was not as successful as Thriller, so Jackson, who was always his own worst critic, saw the project as a failure. The next project would have to be even bigger.

Though Michael Jackson seemed to have reached his pinnacle between the phenomenally successful Thriller and the highly anticipated Bad, he continued to aim for projects with more ambitious scope. In 1986, just before the release of Bad, he worked with Francis Ford Coppola and George Lucas on a Disney theme park attraction called Captain EO. The attraction boasted elaborate 3D effects for the time and told the story of a ragtag group of space explorers who have to bring the message of hope to a planet ruled by an evil “Supreme Leader” (played by Anjelica Huston). Like “Thriller,” the story is merely a vehicle for Jackson’s music—the soon-to-be-released “Another Part of Me” and the requisite Jackson-style dance sequence (choreographed by Jeffrey Hornaday) “We Are Here to Change the World.” Though minor theme park attractions had featured music stars in the past, this was a project that capitalized on Jackson’s worldwide popularity, replicated and released in Disney theme parks in California, Florida, Tokyo, and Paris. Following his tabloid trial, Disney replaced the film in their theme parks with a far less enchanting film based on their Honey, I Shrunk … franchise. When Jackson passed away in 2009, the public outpouring of good will (and the waning interest in the Honey, I Shrunk … films) caused Disney to bring back Captain EO for a “tribute” run that began in 2010.

Captain EO showed the audience a Michael Jackson trying to mold a new good-guy persona after the public mostly dismissed his “bad” persona. Jackson was also stepping a bit further from the music into a more complex speaking role. Between the release of Bad and the 1991 release of Dangerous, he attempted to sustain public interest in his music by releasing a collection of short films—really long-form music videos—called Moonwalker. One song and video from the collection again ignited the imaginations of Jackson’s fans: “Smooth Criminal.” Another tightly choreographed and dramatically staged “event video,” the song proved so popular that it spawned several video-game versions wherein Jackson, like his Captain EO persona, becomes the hero who saves the world through song.

Jackson had good reason to try to create new versions of himself for his fans. His public life had become the feeding trough for tabloid writers. In 1984, the public heard every detail about his second-degree burns received while filming a commercial for Pepsi. The usual attention was given to who he happened to be dating, and his eventual marriages to Lisa Marie Presley (Elvis Presley’s daughter) and Debbie Rowe. He was rumored to have purchased the bones of the Elephant Man (which he parodied in the video “Leave Me Alone”). His physical appearance was also open to public debate and ridicule, particularly since signs of plastic surgery were increasingly evident and a skin condition (vitiligo) made him more and more sensitive to sunlight. Through all of the fantastic rumors, Michael Jackson’s music continued to eclipse his eccentricities. However, the tabloids and Jackson’s love-hate public finally struck him with a one-two punch that would irreparably harm his career and permanently damage his mental and physical health. In 1993, the same year he had performed at the Super Bowl half time show, he was accused of child molestation—an accusation that resulted in inconclusive evidence and no formal charges. He was accused again in 2003, went through a “circus” trial (played to a public hungry for another “O. J. Simpson”), and was finally acquitted on all counts. The damage, of course, was already done, and Jackson seemed to be all but forgotten.

In 2003, Jackson sat down to an interview with Martin Bashir in hopes of clearing the air after an unfortunate incident of him dangling his third child from a balcony in Berlin. Only a man who truly believed that his public would love him “no matter what” could have imagined that the interview was anything more than a trap, and he gave Bashir every last piece of incriminating insinuatory “evidence” needed to make the public believe the charges about “fondling” and “Jesus Juice” at Neverland Ranch. By the early 2000s, Jackson’s music could no longer dazzle his fans—Invincible sold well, but is mostly forgettable to anyone not enamored with everything from the Jackson oeuvre. Jackson had appeared on television trying desperately to save his image, but revealing more and more his disbelief that “his” public and fans could turn on him. The disappointment was perhaps felt on both sides; Jackson and his fans had simultaneously come to the harsh realization that Michael Jackson was only a man—a talented man with few rivals to be sure, but also a man capable of bad decisions, immaturity, weakness, and enormous ego. Every portent seemed to point toward the complete erasure of the legend “Michael Jackson,” who would fade away like so many idols consumed by their own fans, popularity, and tragic flaws.

At the beginning of 2009, Jackson announced to a London crowd that he would be doing one last set of concerts. The concerts were called, “This Is It” after a new song he had produced for the series. Media outlets could not figure out what to make of this move. Some saw it as a necessary act to assist Jackson in paying off his enormous debts. Others scoffed at the image of a “has-been” trying to rekindle a long-forgotten flame. Still others doubted it was a real project at all, noting his several other failed attempts to make some sort of wave in the entertainment industry (e.g., buying record labels, planning new albums that never came to be, etc.). The announcement was quickly forgotten.

On June 25, just months after his announcement, Michael Jackson died at 50 years old. Anyone who believed that he was a has-been could not have anticipated the flood of emotion following his death. Online forums blew up with posts, television and radio stations scrambled to cobble together tribute retrospectives—most shining past the salacious accusations, rumors, and footage that had been the preferred reels just months earlier. Celebrities and fans were physically shaken in interviews. The concert series would be released as a motion picture.

When the initial shock wore off, Michael Jackson was once again the hottest entertainer on the planet. All of his records were rereleased, and he became easily the best-selling artist of 2009. Fans filled the limited-release movie theaters to see Michael Jackson’s This Is It (Ortega 2009) on the big screen. Video games based on his videos and dance moves were released, and the television tributes continued through the end of the year. Captain EO returned to Disney parks.

When he reviewed Jackson’s autobiography for The New York Times in his article “Summer Reading; Firing Your Father Isn’t Easy,” in 1988 (n.p.), Ken Tucker concluded that, “Michael Jackson is a supremely gifted and beloved artist who is held captive: by his upbringing, by his fame, by his power—by himself. For as much as his book reveals of his connection to the everyday world, he might as well be walking on the moon.” Tucker reveals the real mystery of Michael Jackson—that a man so “out of touch” with the real experiences of his fans’ daily lives could speak so intimately to them, that an egomaniac could be so genuinely generous, that someone so far removed from the common man could cause the common man to see “the man in the mirror.” Jackson’s signature dance move, the moonwalk, is a wonderful trompe l’oeil where the observer believes the dancer is floating, moving but not moving. It captivates the viewer who tries and tries to figure it out, perhaps practicing the move at home in front of the mirror for hours. But the magic of the move isn’t when you figure out how it works, but when you figure out someone thought to do it. Michael Jackson defined pop music, set the bar for videos, and created art that, ultimately, outshone everything we’ve managed to “figure out” about him.

J. D. Isip
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JAY-Z (1969–)

Shawn Corey Carter was born in the Marcy Projects in Brooklyn, New York, on December 4, 1969. He grew up the youngest of four children with his mother, Gloria Carter, after his father left in the 1970s. As a teen, Carter took on the name Jay-Z, a condensed form of his earlier nickname “jazzy,” as well as an homage to his older mentor Jonathan “Jaz-O” Burks. In 1996, when he was 26, Jay-Z released his first album, Reasonable Doubt, on his own label, Roc-A-Fella Records. Within the next decade, he would surpass Elvis Presley for the most #1 albums sold by a single artist—The Blueprint 3 (2009) was Jay-Z’s 11th. Throughout his career, he has shown a vision of determination, entrepreneurial intelligence, and musical talent that makes him an unquestioned leader within hip-hop culture. He holds a fortune estimated at $450 million and continues to bring together disparate communities with his philanthropy, music, and business ventures. Through the Shawn Carter Foundation and other charitable work, Jay-Z has contributed millions of dollars to inner-city youth programs and relief efforts for natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina and the 2010 earthquake in Haiti. But within his music he also seems to relish violence, crime, and exploitation. He is described as friendly and murderous, romantic and misogynistic, empowering and cutthroat. As his products circulate the globe, the only assessment that seems uncontroversial is that Jay-Z is a force to be reckoned with.
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Jay-Z, 2005. (AP Photo/Mary Altaffer)

Jay-Z’s humble beginnings represent a significant source of inspiration for his audience. By many accounts, he was a shy boy who seemed destined for bigger and better things. Like other young men growing up with little money, Jay-Z’s prospects first looked bleak. As a teen in the 1980s, he hung around street hustlers and participated in the illicit economy of crack cocaine. In fact, Roc-A-Fella Records, which he would later found with Damon Dash and Kareem “Biggs” Burke, as well as his Rocawear clothing line and his Roc Nation label, all play on the slang term for crack cocaine (rock) and the famous New York industrialist John D. Rockefeller. In many ways, this wordplay sums up Jay-Z’s personal history nicely. He began as a gangster, a drug dealer, and a hustler. He became one of the most successful businessmen in America, making more annual profits than other contemporary CEOs such as Howard Schultz and Ralph Lauren. Jay-Z frequently likens his new role as a top-selling recording artist to his old job in the drug trade, rapping “I’m a hustler homey, you a customer crony.” As he says in The Black Album (2003), he went “from bricks to billboards, from grams to Grammies.” In the 1980s, he sold drugs and even shot his own brother in the shoulder for stealing his jewelry. Today, Jay-Z sells music and accessories to culture addicts from an office in Rockefeller Plaza in New York. In short, he has come a long way, representing a dynamic force in the music industry, one that merges insights from both low-income projects and the Manhattan business elite.

With his multimillion-dollar business ventures, which include acting as an agent for athletes, clothing lines, premium vodka brands, and custom shoes, it is easy to overlook the aspect that brought Jay-Z his success in the first place—his talent as a rapper. In high school, Jay-Z seldom spoke, but when he rapped, his eyes lit up and his persona changed drastically. “When he rhymed, I heard something I’d never heard before,” says Radolfo Franklin (also known as DJ Clark Kent) in Empire State of Mind. “The cadence, the things that people may have as far as raw talent, but never really pay attention to, he had it,” says Jay-Z’s old friend (Greenburg 2011, 15). After meeting Jaz-O, an older boy known as the best rapper in the neighborhood, Jay-Z learned to craft more original and quick-witted lyrics and dramatically improved his reputation as an artist. While Jay-Z is quick to say that his talents came easy, he may be concealing just how much he practiced early in his career. In 1989, Jay-Z went on tour with a more established rapper, Big Daddy Kane, where he met stars and other up-and-comers such as Queen Latifah, MC Serch, and Tupac Shakur. He sometimes warmed up the crowds with his freestyles and helped record songs with Kane and Big L. By 1996, he was ready to release his own album, Reasonable Doubt, which many fans consider his rawest and most vulnerable work. Collaborating with other artists like Mary J. Blige, Foxy Brown, Big Jaz, and The Notorious B.I.G., the record discusses life on the streets, drug dealing, hustling, and establishing Roc-A-Fella Records. Jay-Z also self-consciously considers the racism and discrimination many poor young men like himself face in America. He borrows the imagery of popular gangster films to create hype about the prowess, talent, and unstoppable attitude that he continues to raise to hyperbolic levels in his work today.

Rap aficionados generally consider Jay-Z’s use of violent imagery and criminal rhetoric the most sophisticated of contemporary hip-hop artists, particularly in contrast to musicians who sensationalize their alleged illegal activities to gain attention and notoriety. In fact, as Jay-Z matures as an artist, he becomes even more self-reflexive about his earlier outlaw experiences and, arguably, more thoughtful about the insights they provide him. As Watkins writes, “though not as shocking as his hard core rivals’, Jay-Z’s rhymes are harder hitting, more believable, and as a result, much more powerful. His rhymes probe the psyche, pleasures, and paranoia of the street hustler, and he composes lyrical vistas that champion the ‘good life,’ even as he carefully portrays the grim realities of a life he vows never to forget” (2005, 75). Nevertheless, Jay-Z has faced criticism for glamorizing gangsterism and seeming to encourage violence. In “30 Something” from Kingdom Come (2006), he raps, “I’m afraid of the future. Y’all respect the one who got shot; I respect the shooter.” Such lyrics have scholars like Tricia Rose arguing that Jay-Z’s “unrepentant character (self?) brags about being a person who rules with violent disregard and terrorizes people who live in the projects.” She suggests that his pride as a “project terrorist” is neither critical nor challenging and she asks, “How should black poor people respond to this character? With pride? Affirmatively? Supportively?” (2008, 56). Rose argues that such veneration of violent behavior reinforces many of the problems that already exist in neighborhoods like the one in which Jay-Z grew up. She argues that many hip-hop artists, including Jay-Z, have become too concerned with profit, neglecting the powerful political potential they could deploy to condemn violence and build stronger communities. Instead, they sell their tales of destruction to an eagerly awaiting audience, claiming they are merely representing things as they are. “Given the charisma that Jay-Z imparts through his rhymes,” Rose argues, “one could perceive it as a glorification of a person terrorizing the most vulnerable members of a black American society and demanding that we support his creative rights to profit from it” (2008, 56).

In some senses, Jay-Z seems to agree. In “Moment of Clarity” from The Black Album (2003), he raps that “The music I be making/I dumb down for my audience/And double my dollars.” The differences between critics and Jay-Z, however, is that the rapper does not consider his commercialism a bad thing. It sells. It has made him a millionaire many times over. And he embraces the commercial aspects of the business, proclaiming, “I’m not a businessman. I’m a business, man!” At the same time, Jay-Z references many peaceful, charitable, and revolutionary influences, particularly in his book Jay-Z, Decoded (2010). This switching from violent content and commercialism to uplifting political messages represents the enigma that envelops rap today. Celebrating violence while evoking such personalities as the Buddha, Jesus, Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and Che Guevara, Jay-Z is a contradictory figure. Like many in the industry, he condemns a system that places poor black families in urban ghettos, but he exults in violence and exploitative enterprises that help to perpetuate these problems.

As Michael Eric Dyson writes in Know What I Mean? Reflections on Hip Hop (2007), the widespread production of hip-hop has made it especially difficult to lump the culture into simplistic binaries like good or bad, damaging or empowering. In effect, it can be all of these things. Dyson argues, “it’s true that those who fail to wrestle with hop hop’s cultural complexity, and approach it in a facile manner, may be misled into unhealthy forms of behavior. But that can be said for all art, including the incest-laden, murder-prone characters sketched in Shakespeare’s Macbeth and King Lear” (Dyson 2007, xv). As Jay-Z writes in his introduction to Dyson’s book, “the folks from the suburbs and the private schools so concerned with putting warning labels on my records missed the point. They never stopped to worry about the realities in this country” (Jay-Z 2007, x). In effect, Jay-Z argues that he brings to light what others would happily pretend does not exist.

Part of Jay-Z’s long-lasting success in the business lies in his embrace of his Godfather-like role in the industry. Unlike those in other potentially high-paying lawful careers, rappers often die—like Tupac Shakur, Notorious B.I.G., or Big L—or transition out of the music industry, such as Ice Cube, Ice T, and Will Smith. Few rappers remain successful artists as they grow older. Thus, today Jay-Z is in a league of his own as an experienced and vibrant hip-hop artist, holding tremendous power and influence. He attributes part of this success to refraining from imitating his youthful audiences. As he told Rolling Stone magazine, “I think the problem with people, as they start to mature, they say, ‘Rap is a young man’s game,’ and they keep trying to make young songs … So you’re trying to be something you’re not, and the audience doesn’t buy into that” (Binelli 2010). In The Black Album (2003), he raps, “I don’t wear jerseys, I’m thirty plus. Give me a crisp pair of jeans … button ups.” Six years later, he evidently dresses even more formally, rapping in The Blueprint 3 (2009), “[I] used to rock a throwback, ballin’ on the corner. Now I rock a Teller suit, lookin’ like an owner.”

Many of Jay-Z’s successes stem from owning profitable businesses, which also separates him from competitors. Although he is known to host lavish parties and dress at the height of fashion, Jay-Z has shown extraordinary financial wisdom. He built his empire from the ground up, negotiating early on for rights to his music and the majority stakes in most of his ventures while avoiding the failures of earlier rappers like MC Hammer who became famous for throwing away their millions on unwise purchases and bad investments. Outside of recording, Jay-Z has amassed a fortune that includes the Rocawear clothing line, which he founded with Damon Dash in 1999 and later sold for $204 million after buying out his partner two years earlier for $30 million. As of 2012, Jay-Z owns stakes in the New Jersey Nets, the 40/40 Club chain, and the Translation advertising firm, all of which have him frequently appearing in Forbes magazine and the Wall Street Journal in addition to popular music publications.

At the peak of his career, Jay-Z announced that his Black Album (2003) would be his last. He said that he would continue working behind the scenes but was retiring from recording. After the news hit, Jay-Z quickly sold out his concert in Madison Square Gardens. Performing at the farewell show, which would later be immortalized in the documentary Fade to Black (2004), Jay-Z reveled in the successes of his career, having produced top-selling albums almost every year since he began and dozens of top singles. He also celebrated how far he had helped take hip-hop, which was a marginal form of art in America when he began rapping in his high school cafeteria in the 1980s. Thanks in part to Jay-Z’s work, rap had made it big in the last decade, dominating the charts and awards shows and extending its fan base from projects in New York and California to diverse populations around the world. But now, Jay-Z claimed that it was time to focus on the business side. In 2004, he became president of Def Jam Records. He brought in artists such as Ne-Yo, Rihanna, and Young Jeezy. And his collaborations with Kanye West sold millions. But he soon became frustrated with the company’s aging approach to the industry. “The culture there has been institutionalized. You had record executives who’ve been sitting in their office for 20 years because of one act,” he said in a recent interview (Binelli 2010). In 2007, he left Def Jam and signed a $150 million contract with Live Nation, releasing top-selling albums The Blueprint 3 (2009), Jay-Z: The Hits Collection, Volume One (2010), and Watch the Throne (2011).

Part of Jay-Z’s success clearly lies in the company he keeps. He recorded “Brooklyn’s Finest” on his debut album with legendary artist Notorious B.I.G before his death. And throughout the years, Jay-Z has worked with top-billing performers such as Alicia Keys, Bono, Diddy, Dr. Dre, Eminem, Mariah Carey, Pharrell Williams, and Nas. In 2000, he began working with Kanye West for The Dynasty: Roc La Familia. Eventually, West became one of the biggest rappers in contemporary hip-hop, thanks in large part to Jay-Z’s influence in the business. In 2010, they released Watch the Throne, in which they reminded everyone that they were unquestionable hip-hop royalty. Jay-Z’s connections also extend beyond hip-hop. He was a strong supporter of President Obama’s campaign in 2008 and raps in The Blueprint 3 (2009), “A small part of the reason the president is black/I told him I got him when he hit me on the jack.” The president has told reporters that he listens to Jay-Z on his iPod and even contacted him in 2008 during his campaign to ask about the state of the nation. “Every time I talk to Jay-Z, who is a brilliant talent and a good guy, I enjoy how he thinks,” said President Obama (Wenner 2008).

But Jay-Z has not remained friends with everyone. In 2004, he split with Roc-A-Fella cofounder Damon Dash in a heavily mediated dispute over the companies they owned together. His former Marcy friend DJ Clark Kent says “his loyalty is to the money” (Greenburg 2011, 7). This loyalty has left Jay-Z at odds with many individuals, most notably fellow New York rapper Nas. Details remain contentious, but it is clear that a beef with Mobb Deep and a group of rappers turned into a feud that some critics argue was the “best pound-for-pound emcee battle of all time” (Greenburg 2011, 59). By the time Jay-Z released “Takeover” on The Blueprint (2001), a full-out battle between the rappers had begun. He called Nas, who came to fame in 1994 (two years before Jay-Z’s debut) with his groundbreaking Illmatic, an untalented hack who fictionalized his experiences and needed guidance from a master. Jay-Z quips “you scribbled in your notepad and created your life,” and now he “fell from top ten to not mentioned at all.” Nas’s rebuttal came shortly afterward with “Ether” from Stillmatic (2001), in which Nas calls Jay-Z “a fan, a phony, a fake” and accuses him of stealing lyrics, having no friends, and being a homosexual. Through radio station comments and concert performances, fans began to wager on who would win as the two seemed destined for full-fledged war. In retrospect, it seems clear that Jay-Z’s shrewd business sense helped him gain popularity by strategically taking the feud as far as it could go. Then, in 2005, Jay-Z launched into a tirade at a live show in New Jersey called “I Declare War,” stirring up the crowd with his military motif. At one point, he announced, “Let’s go!” Nas appeared on stage. Shocking many fans, the two broke into a version of “Dead Presidents,” a song from Jay-Z’s first album that uses a hook from Nas’s Illmatic (1994). Afterward, Jay-Z declared that the beef was “wack” and shouted out “Let’s get this money!” The two went on to collaborate on Nas’s Def Jam debut Hip Hop Is Dead (2006), Jay-Z’s American Gangster (2007), and Ludacris’s 2008 hit single “I Do it for Hip Hop.” Naz and Jay-Z seem never to have looked back.

In 2002, Jay-Z began to date former Destiny’s Child singer and rising pop star Beyoncé Knowles, to the surprise of many fans and reporters. Commentators pointed out the irony that Jay-Z had become famous for rapping lines like “Me give my heart to a woman? Not for nothin’, never happen” in Vol. 3: The Life and Times of Shawn Carter (1999), and now he was rapping about “me and my girlfriend” in The Blueprint 2: The Gift and the Curse (2003). The two flirted with rebellion, performing a hit collaboration “ ’03 Bonnie and Clyde.” But in the long run, it seems that Knowles had much more of a calming effect on the aging rapper than he admits. Ironically, Jay-Z’s hard-knock life now inspires awe from both inner-city communities and middle-class suburban audiences. His concerts exceedingly comprise affluent, white university students and young urban professionals in addition to inner-city residents. And Jay-Z holds a precarious position as a former-street-hustler-turned-multimillionaire who hangs out with Gwyneth Paltrow and Chris Martin of Coldplay on weekends. In 2008, Jay-Z gave Knowles a $5 million engagement ring, and on January 9, 2012, they had their first child, Blue Ivy Carter in New York City. Jay-Z’s “Glory” credits his newborn daughter on the song (she provides the baby cries at the end), making her the youngest recording artists to enter the Billboard charts. Unlike his own father, who left when Jay-Z was a child and scarred him significantly, Jay-Z makes it clear he will remain a proud and involved father for the rest of his life.

Jay-Z may be one of the luckiest men in the business, avoiding the tragic ends that many of the rappers he started out with encountered. He has come close to death many times in reality and on film. In 1994, he was almost shot by a competing drug dealer. In 2004, he recorded a slow-motion scene for “99 Problems” that had him shot to death at 150 frames per second from three different angles. Perhaps such close calls and fictional imagery have allowed him to gracefully transition into the artist he has become, rather than experiencing such tragedy in real life. He continues to conjure hit after hit with no end in sight. With his record-breaking music and his savvy business ventures, Jay-Z has cemented his place as the king of hip-hop, bringing the genre to a level equal to—or greater than—Elvis brought rock and roll or Michael Jackson brought pop. In doing so, he changed the American entertainment landscape as we know it.

Chris Richardson
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JONES, CHUCK (1912–2002)

All four of the young Jones children—Margaret, Dorothy, Chuck, and Richard—were voracious readers. However, they quickly discovered that even the most whimsical storybooks could not compare to the bizarre people, places, and things they liked to invent in their daydreams. Instead, they turned to drawing to give shape to their fantastical imaginings. Each of the children drew more than 20 playful, witty, mischievous sketches per day, and all four would go on to become professional artists. Chuck Jones’s drawings of his imaginary friends are now among the most beloved images of the twentieth century. Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, Porky Pig, Tweety Bird, the Road Runner, and Wile E. Coyote have inspired hours of laughter, a multigenerational fan following, and critical acclaim. Their adventures and misadventures are well known. However, less often discussed are the ways in which Jones and his animated characters contributed to the history of film, television, and modern art.

Chuck Jones was born on September 21, 1912, and, from an early age, possessed a contagious joie de vivre. The objects and events of everyday life were sources of infinite humor, optimism, and fun. Chief among these amusements were his beloved pets, whom he endowed with complicated human-like personalities and tended to prefer over people. Many of these animals, like a runaway dog with whom he maintained pen pal correspondence, would later inspire precocious cartoon characters like Porky Pig, Daffy Duck, and Sylvester the Cat.

The Jones home was on Los Angeles’s famous Sunset Boulevard, just two blocks away from Charlie Chaplin’s movie studio. Perched outside the great comedian’s chain-link fence, young Chuck spent hours watching Chaplin repeat and refine his slapstick routines. Each move was rehearsed hundreds of times in quick succession, with intricate, almost excruciating, precision. He reveled in examining this bodily control and later recalled the moment when he realized that anything could be funny, as long as it had a funny way of moving. When Chaplin was not in his back lot, Jones happily spent his 25-cent allowance watching other physical comedians like Buster Keaton and Marcel Marceau on-screen at Hollywood’s movie palaces.

In 1920, the family relocated to Ocean Park, where Jones now spent his free time observing the production of Mack Sennett’s bathing beauty comedies and occasionally appearing on film in crowd scenes. During long hours watching the movie crews up and down Southern California’s beaches, he took note of the spectacular geometrical formations of the sand dunes. These bold symmetrical forms and sweeping curvilinear shapes would later become transposed into the bright, abstract Looney Tunes landscape.

Still producing dozens of drawings every day well into his teenage years, Jones exchanged late-night janitorial shifts for tuition at the prestigious Chouinard Art Institute. Here he joined a roster of renowned artistic alumni like Mary Blair, Philip Guston, Richard Neutra, Ed Ruscha, and Marc Davis. During his years at Chouinard, Jones was classically trained in rendering the human figure. Although the animated characters he would become famous for were not anatomically realistic, he always cited his mastery of naturalistic form and motion as the most fundamental aspect of his success. By studying the great masters of art history, Jones learned to depict bodies with an economy of well-placed lines, to analyze interactions between bone and muscle, and to convincingly capture the illusion of motion on a flat piece of paper. His childhood spent observing the slapstick bodies of Chaplin, Keaton, and Marceau served him well during these thousands of hours of motion studies. Jones’s formal art history education profoundly influenced his animating style, which frequently incorporates shapes, colors, and compositions from canonical paintings. Bugs Bunny, for instance, usually stands in postures that are borrowed directly from Edgar Degas’s iconic images of ballerinas.
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Chuck Jones, 1999. (AP Photo/Bob Child)

In 1930, Jones graduated from art school and began the daunting task of securing a job in the midst of the Great Depression. He spent his immediate postgraduate years being hired, and then fired, by several of the most prominent animators in Hollywood: once by Walter Lantz at Universal Studios, once by Felix the Cat creator George Winkler, and twice, for napping on the job, by Walt Disney’s right-hand man Ub Iwerks. These early jobs, however unsuccessful, exposed Jones to developing animation technologies, which were expanding and improving rapidly during the 1930s. In these entry-level positions, he was responsible for coloring in preliminary sketches by more experienced animators and “in-betweening”—a term that refers to the tedious process of sketching the dozens of nuanced anatomical shifts that go “in between” two establishing drawings to create the illusion of animated motion. Tracing and mimicking the styles of more advanced draftsmen thousands and thousands of times refined Jones’s animation skills at close range.

Finally, he was offered employment at Warner Bros. Studios. He accepted a five-year contract at minimal pay and began his professional career in earnest. Even in his earliest works, Jones conveyed a palpable joyful playfulness that pushed the boundaries of the animation industry. His boyhood mischief had been recovered or, more aptly, was never lost. His unique style of draftsmanship was recognized by audiences for its wit and humor, as well as for its masterful use of line and brilliant coloration. He addressed the spirit of his era through plot and characterization, but also by referencing the aesthetics of midcentury fine art and design. Chuck Jones’s animated shorts were streamlined, abstract, bold, and precise—in a word, modern.

Jones’s iconic style made him and the Warner Bros. team a powerful force during the Golden Years of animation, which had long been exclusively presided over by the Walt Disney Studios. While Disney would continue to hold a monopoly on feature-length films like Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (Cottrell and Hand 1937), Warner Bros. asserted itself as the leader in animated shorts. Looney Tunes and Merrie Melodies animated shorts preceded popular films in movie theaters and quickly garnered a large, diverse and loyal fan following. Going to see a Warner Bros. film was as much about catching up on Bugs Bunny’s latest adventure as it was about seeing the feature presentation; indeed, 70 years later, Warner Bros. cartoons are still adored by audiences the world over.

Unlike the Walt Disney Studios, Warner Bros. animation was produced without editing. This required that an animation director lay out 540 feet of synchronized hand-drawn images and soundtrack to produce a six-minute cartoon short. Error was excusable up to one-tenth of a second. Jones excelled at directing these projects and completed his first successful short film in 1938 at the age of 26. The Night Watchman, featuring Sniffles the Mouse, gained him notoriety just as the Warner Bros. animation unit began to hit its stride. With the hiring of impressive new animators like Friz Freleng and Tex Avery, the Warner Bros. team reached their pinnacle and would ultimately turn out some of the most beloved animated shorts of all time, including Duck Amuck (Jones 1953), Tweetie Pie (Freleng 1947), and Duck Dodgers in the 24 ½ Century (Jones 1953). Jones, Freleng, and Avery revamped older characters like Bugs Bunny into the more elastic and rich personalities we know today, and introduced others like Yosemite Sam, Speedy Gonzales and Pepé Le Pew. These historic collaborations came about during the “Termite Terrace Years,” which not-so-affectionately recalls the dilapidated and bug-infested Warner Bros. animation building.

Although Chuck Jones did not draw the first rendition of Bugs Bunny, his significant alterations deepened and complicated the character. Jones claimed to “know” Bugs so well that there was no need to think about what he would do or how he would do it—it was simply a matter of recording his own personal motivations. In this way, Bugs Bunny became Jones’s animated self-portrait or doppelganger. Bugs is the central hero of the Looney Tunes world—a rebel with a cause, who raises his pinky while chomping on carrots. Always remembering the classical Hollywood cinema on which he was raised, Jones based much of Bugs’s personality on the nuances of performers like Rex Harrison, Errol Flynn, and the Marx Brothers. However, each of the Warner Bros. characters assumed intricate social roles in their continuous cartoon universe. Porky Pig, Tweety Bird, Daffy Duck, and the others matured over time as individuals with varied preferences, habits, and motivations. With only a set of basic tools—pencil, paper, a trained hand, and an imaginative eye—Jones and the animation team conveyed these details with remarkable emotional and psychological sensitivity.

Jones was not in the business of creating expendable comedic plots to be seen once and then disregarded. His characters operate within a universe that subscribes to a chronological order that parallels our own. The very length of our engagement with the Looney Tunes characters, and the resultant intimacy of our knowledge, endows them with a sense of realism that inspires our sympathies and our affections. This sort of serial extended relationship is a novel element of animated storytelling that was not consistently taken up in the work of Walt Disney or others. We know, each time we hear the familiar theme song, that we are being granted access to a community where recurring characters interact with one another as a contiguous group—Bugs Bunny might run into Wile E. Coyote, Speedy Gonzales might come upon Daffy Duck, Porky Pig might find himself encountering Sylvester the Cat. More importantly, we know that this fictional world involves realistic triumphs and failures that mirror our own—comedy does not work without a humanizing element.

But these animated figures did not occupy vacuous space. The iconic Looney Tunes landscape—abstract, quirky, asymmetric—was rendered by artist Maurice Noble. Clearly familiar with midcentury American fine art in the tradition of the surrealists, the abstract expressionists, and the emerging pop artists, Noble imbued the cartoon landscape with a distinctly modern aesthetic. Writer Mike Maltese worked closely with Jones to brainstorm scripts, carrying on lively conversations in full character and acting out improvised scenes in the crowded Warner Bros. offices. Jones modestly denied full authorship of any Looney Tunes story, claiming that no cartoons could have been produced without this collaborative free play of real personalities. However, the audience’s most beloved contributor was Mel Blanc, perhaps the most famous voice actor of all time. Blanc voiced the majority of Jones’s characters, importing a broad skill set that he learned during his tenure as a popular radio personality. Ironically, Blanc had an allergy problem and recorded Bugs Bunny’s always-chomping dialect by biting off and then spitting out mouthfuls of chewed carrot.

Several of Jones’s characters diverged from the central Looney Tunes universe to form discrete series, like Marvin the Martian, Pepé Le Pew, and Speedy Gonzales. Chief among these were Wile E. Coyote and the indefatigable Road Runner. As Jones explained it, at a most elemental level, comedy is always about “getting your share.” Wile E. is based on Mark Twain’s personification of a coyote in his travelogue Roughing It (1872), a text that impressed Jones as a child. The flat, pastel-colored landscape through which the characters play chase references the tradition of Japanese woodblock printing. Jones often cited the Coyote and the Road Runner as the simplest of his animated creations: “I just draw a cloud of dust and hook a roadrunner to it.”

In fact, the whole of the Looney Tunes world, as presided over by Jones, drew from the gamut of cultural source materials. The animated shorts themselves can be seen to represent an amalgamation of several forms of mass media, all of which were vying for supremacy at midcentury—the Warner Bros. team was comprised of talents from vaudeville, radio, film, comic book arts, fine art, and later, television. This hybridized form of storytelling casts the Warner Bros. shorts as important transitional pieces in the history of mass entertainment media and accounts for their undifferentiated success in movie theaters, on television, on home video, DVD, and more recently, on the Internet. In this admixing mode, Jones incorporated his mastery of a range of knowledge sets including the traditionally “elite” realms of high art, classical music, modern dance, and world literature. This blending of the high and the low arts constitutes perhaps the most significant contribution that Looney Tunes made to American popular culture; indeed, it’s arguably a blending we do not see take root quite so firmly in any other form of twentieth-century media. Over the course of his career, Jones would claim to have been inspired by the works of seminal artistic figures as disparate as Ray Bradbury, Vincent Van Gogh, Mark Twain, Alfred Hitchcock, Willem de Kooning, Jonathan Swift, Gene Kelly, Piet Mondrian, Jean Cocteau, Jack Benny, William Shakespeare, Groucho Marx, and Michelangelo.

This ability to cross cultural and class boundaries is perhaps nowhere more visible than in a consideration of the two most famous and oft-cited Warner Bros. shorts, “What’s Opera Doc?” (Jones 1957)—a celebration of Richard Wagner’s orchestral music—and “One Froggy Evening” (Jones 1955)—a celebration of American ragtime and burlesque. “What’s Opera Doc?” contains no jokes and very little narrative, based primarily on the humor inherent in witnessing Bugs Bunny and Elmer Fudd engage with high culture seriously. The success of this project rests firmly in the care that Jones took to reproduce the Wagnerian orchestration faithfully, commissioning 80 members of the Los Angeles Philharmonic to play the cartoon’s score. Similarly, the balletic movements and postures that Bugs and Elmer assume are mimetic transpositions of dancers from the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, whom Jones observed working on the Warner Bros. lot. Far from a parody, “What’s Opera Doc?” presents Wagner’s music and the balletic tradition—epitomes of elite culture—in an engaging, accessible way that encourages more widespread circulation and appreciation among diverse audiences. Looney Tunes, in this manner, serve as a way into the world fine art, rather than in opposition to it. “One Froggy Evening,” another musical project with limited narrative and no dialogue, features American ragtime and music hall performance. The cartoon’s lead character, Michigan J. Frog, embraces the example of quotidian entertainers like Al Jolson and Bill “Bojangles” Robinson to commemorate the history of American vaudeville entertainment. It is in the categorical similarities between these two cartoons that we notice Jones’s intervention—the predilection toward celebrating the inherently joyful elements of all forms of cultural expression.

After 30 years, Jones left Warner Bros. just as the rapid spread of television began to severely jeopardize movie theater attendance and, as a result, the industrial demand for animated preshow shorts. He rekindled an old World War II friendship with Captain Theodor Geisel, former head of animation in the first motion picture unit under Colonel Frank Capra. Jones and Geisel met while working on storyboards for short animated training films during the war. Since their last meeting, the Captain had become “Dr. Seuss.” Jones proposed a collaborative televised version of Seuss’s much-loved holiday story How the Grinch Stole Christmas, and the two embarked on a 14-month project. A total of 65,000 hand-drawn sketches later, (15,000 of which actually appear in the final project), the Grinch was brought to life for the 1966 Christmas season, becoming a national holiday tradition and appearing annually ever since.

By the end of his long career, Jones had earned three Oscars and an Academy Award for Lifetime Achievement. He had helped to turn animation into a modern art form and had shared his boyhood curiosity, optimism, and playfulness with generations of fans. Not only did he elevate the status of animation, he also created a unique dialogue between multifarious expressive forms. Jones’s Looney Tunes work toward the ongoing project of suturing the divide between the high and the low arts in their celebratory combinations of art, theater, music, dance, literature, and design—a reflection of their creator’s contagious curiosity, thirst for knowledge, and love of life. As Jones was fond of telling his fans, “The least I owe my audience is the best I can do.”

Laura LaPlaca
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JORDAN, MICHAEL (1963–)

One of the most recognizable men in the world, Michael Jordan’s influence on U.S. entertainment can hardly be overestimated. Even for those who have never seen him play, Jordan’s name carries weight. The Nike logo has immortalized his leaping silhouette, Gatorade commercials showcase his work ethic as he sweats the sports drink out of his pores, and Wheaties declares his success as he eats the breakfast of champions. Jordan is everywhere, and as he tells us what to buy, he demonstrates how to be a good athlete. And we’re buying it up. Jordan’s skill, talent, and charm made professional basketball into popular television entertainment, while simultaneously professional basketball has opened the world of entertainment to Jordan. His influence extends beyond the U.S. boundaries; in fact, he’s one of the most recognizable U.S. citizens. In the United States and abroad, Jordan has been an inspiration to younger players who approach the game with his intensity and imitate his moves, popularizing the split-legged dunk and the tongue wagging jump shot. But Michael Jordan is more than just a talented, hard-working athlete; he is also a pioneer for the athlete-business executive model. In this dual role, he has helped desegregate advertising, and his endorsement has become powerful, connecting the entertainment and advertising functions of media. As he has faced challenges in this role, he has created a standard of loyalty that current athletes attempt to maintain. And even though Jordan retired from professional basketball in 2003, he remains a powerful and influential figure.

When Michael Jordan joined the NBA in 1984, after finishing his junior year of college at the University of North Carolina, professional basketball had not yet attained the popularity it has today. In fact, the NBA was in the process of creating a new image for the sport in order to increase attendance and television ratings after racial tension, rival leagues, player salary controversy, and suspected player drug usage threatened the league’s stability in the previous decade. In 1979, both Indiana State University’s Larry Bird and Michigan State’s Magic Johnson were drafted, marking a turning point for professional basketball. Bird and Johnson had been popular as college players, but despite their pull, CBS was broadcasting few games, and the seven-game finals were still aired late at night on a tape delay. The soon-to-be commissioner, David Stern, was vigilant in his efforts to change the league’s image, instituting a drug-testing rule and a salary cap, seeking out corporate sponsorships and negotiating contracts with television corporations. But even as recently as 1982, most NBA games were not televised live.

But before Michael Jordan could help the NBA soar to unprecedented new heights, he had to get there. Always fueled by competition, he was inspired to improve his game from a young age by playing basketball with his older brother Larry. After failing to make Laney High School’s basketball team his sophomore year, Jordan worked even harder, and grew several inches. He made the team during his junior year and was selected for the McDonald’s All-American Team during his senior year. Finishing his senior year of high school, Jordan was interested in playing for UCLA, but they never recruited him. Instead, he took a scholarship at the University of North Carolina, where he played for Coach Dean Smith. This ended up being the right decision: Smith’s disciplined program focused on fundamentals and teamwork, teaching its young players respect for the game and each other. In his first year at UNC, Jordan was named ACC Freshman of the Year and made the game-winning jump shot in the 1982 NCAA Tournament Championship Game against Georgetown. In his sophomore and junior years, Jordan was named to the NCAA All-American First Team. After playing three seasons at UNC, he entered the professional draft. With the third pick of the 1984 draft, the Chicago Bulls selected Jordan. But before the season started, he earned another accolade: he led the U.S. basketball team in scoring to win the gold medal at the 1984 Summer Olympics.
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Michael Jordan, 1998. (AP Photo/Kathy Willens)

Jordan’s successes in high school, college, and at the Olympics primed him for his explosive popularity in the NBA. And his widening fan base meant that professional basketball was on the rise; an increased number of fans were coming out to the stadium and tuning in on the television to see Michael Jordan, even if he was on the opposing team. At an exhibition game at Madison Square Garden before the 1984 season, 15,239 people came out to watch a struggling New York Knicks team play the Chicago Bulls. The crowd did not attend to cheer on their home team or boo the visitors, but to watch Jordan in action, applauding his every move (Goldaper 1984). And his fellow players recognized Jordan’s talent too. After a 1986 Eastern Conference first-round play-off game against the Boston Celtics that ran into double overtime, with Jordan scoring 63 points to set an NBA play-off record for most points in a game, Larry Bird said, “I think he’s God disguised as Michael Jordan. He is the most awesome player in the NBA. Today in Boston Garden, on national TV, in the playoffs, he put on one of the greatest shows of all time” (Sakamoto 1986). Jordan always put on a show, and everyone wanted to be able to watch. And so, in 1989 when the NBA contract previously held by CBS expired and was up for auction, NBC Sports’ President Dick Ebersol was quick to show interest, making a bid of $600 million for four years—an astonishing increase from the previous CBS contract of $188 million for four years (Halberstam 1999, 133). While Bird and Johnson were at that time considered aging players, Jordan was still on the rise, along with the Bulls. Jordan brought in the viewers, and television ratings climbed, documenting Jordan’s influence on professional basketball as a sport and as entertainment.

Michael Jordan was immediately popular on national television, and due to technological developments and Jordan’s charm and talent, his fan base quickly spread across the world through his appearances in televised games and advertisements. In 1991, the NBA broadcast of the Bulls-Lakers finals could be viewed in more than 70 countries. After the finals, Jordan’s management group had people from around the world—from Japan, to Italy, to Yugoslavia—expressing interest in him, his endorsements, and his videos (Berkow 1991). According to a poll in that same year, Jordan and baseball-football star Bo Jackson were ranked as the world’s two most famous athletes (LaFeber 1999, 65). Michael Jordan and professional basketball were changing sports entertainment in the United States and across the world. The NBA audience was expanding and so were national leagues in other countries: in 1993, a German professional team won the European basketball championship, reflecting the rapid growth of basketball’s popularity in Germany (Freeman 1996), while in South Africa Chicago Bulls hats appeared in Bush villages (McNeil 1997). As countries worldwide watched professional basketball and Michael Jordan, the number of international basketball players in the NBA increased. One example of this is Dallas Mavericks’ German power forward Dirk Nowitzki, named the 2011 NBA Finals Most Valuable Player after leading his team to defeat the Big Three—LeBron James, Dwyane Wade, and Chris Bosh—of the Miami Heat in the 2011 NBA Championships; Nowitzki dreamed of playing against Jordan in the NBA as he was growing up. For Nowitzki, “Jordan is the god of basketball, and I think he always will be” (Boewe, 2007). Jordan’s basketball skills and commercial success attracted a nation- and worldwide audience to professional basketball, raising the sport to a new level of professional entertainment and encouraging people around the world to go out on the court.

Many players have cited Michael Jordan as a role model or inspiration, and in this way he continues to influence the game. Nowitzki lists Jordan’s versatility on offense and defense, his clutch plays, and his work ethic as sources of inspiration that motivated him to become a professional basketball player and that continue to motivate him to improve (Boewe 2007). LeBron James, small forward for the Miami Heat, is often compared to Michael Jordan; James has modeled his power plays and dunks on those of Jordan. In 2009, James petitioned NBA players who wear Jordan’s number 23 to request new numbers, effectively retiring the number 23 out of respect for Jordan; James, who had worn that number since his sophomore year of high school in 2000, changed to number 6 for the 2011 season (“LeBron Wants All Players to Surrender 23” 2009). While James cites Jordan as a role model and personal hero, James has been accused of disregarding Jordan’s example by betraying the Cleveland Cavaliers after seven seasons when he joined the Big Three in Miami, a move that is in sharp contrast with Jordan’s loyalty to the Chicago Bulls. Jordan responded to James’s decision, saying “There’s no way I would’ve ever called up Larry, called up Magic and said, ‘Hey, look, let’s get together and play on one team.’ […] I was trying to beat those guys” (“Jordan Wouldn’t Have Called Magic, Bird” 2010). The public attention that Jordan’s comments garnered, in addition to his status as role model and the respect that he has from players and the public, show how Jordan continues to influence the game even after his retirement.

At the same time that players look up to Jordan, commentators are looking out for the “next” Michael Jordan. That means high expectations: Jordan was a six-time NBA Champion (1991–1993, 1996–1998), six-time NBA Finals MVP (1991–1993, 1996–1998), five-time NBA MVP (1988, 1991, 1992, 1996, 1998), 10-time NBA scoring champion (1987–1993, 1996–1998), NBA Defensive Player of the Year (1988), and two-time Olympic gold medalist, to name a few of his accomplishments. Jordan could play multiple positions on the court, consistently score, and make clutch plays. Sports Illustrated named him the greatest athlete of the past 50 years, and he appeared on the front cover of their magazine a record 49 times (“Final Out: 1996” 1999). Jordan’s athletic scoring and dunking, highlighted by endorsers, is credited with influencing younger players, though one result of this emphasis is sometimes said to be that fundamentals and defensive skills are more likely to be overlooked. Players that have been compared with Michael Jordan include Dirk Nowitzki, LeBron James, Dwyane Wade, Anfernee “Penny” Hardaway, Allen Iverson, Grant Hill, Kobe Bryant, and Vince Carter.

Jordan’s influence on entertainment extends beyond professional basketball television ratings and game play to the corporate market. His status as athlete-business executive signaled new possibilities in entertainment. One of these new possibilities was that of corporations offering endorsements to African American athletes. The NBA has a history of segregation: it was composed only of white players until 1949, when it drafted black athletes to stay competitive with rival leagues. When one of these rival leagues, the American Basketball Association, collapsed, it was widely believed that the league’s failure was due to the majority of white viewers’ disinterest in primarily black players. While segregation decreased in the sport, in the mid-to-late 1980s there was still a pay gap of about 20 percent between black and white athletes, once factors of performance, league seniority, and market-related variables were controlled (Kahn and Sherer 1991, 72). In addition to lower pay rates, black players were not offered endorsements as often or as early in their careers as white players, in part because corporations suspected that black players would not appeal to white markets as product pitchmen (Jansen 1994, 59). In 1982, however, basketball shoe markets opened up: basketball great Kareem Abdul-Jabbar received $100,000 for endorsing Adidas, and then James Worthy signed on to receive $1.2 million over eight years to endorse New Balance. Jordan’s agent, David Falk, believed that Jordan could do better than his predecessors with his All-American “crossover appeal.” In 1984, as Falk was looking for the right opportunity for his client, Phil Knight of Nike was looking for the right person to promote their shoes to keep the struggling company competitive with rival Reebok. Knight was willing to take a gamble on Jordan, but Jordan wanted to sign with Adidas. Falk, Coach Smith, and Jordan’s parents convinced him to meet with Nike, which offered him an unprecedented $1.25 million over five years and annuities, royalties, incentives, and the chance to design his own shoe. Neither Adidas nor Converse could make similar offers, and so Jordan signed his first major endorsement with Nike. His charm, talent, and wide appeal instantly improved Nike’s sales. In 1987, Falk negotiated a seven-year contract between Jordan and Nike that guaranteed $18 million and a royalty from every Air Jordan shoe sold.

Jordan’s success with Nike proved NBA and corporate attitudes about race were unfounded: black athletes were popular across racial boundaries as basketball players and as product endorsers. This gave black athletes wider media access and exposure, changing the faces of entertainment. Jordan was one of these new faces, in the United States and world markets. Nike used their Jordan advantage in the U.S. market by pairing him and movie director Spike Lee for a series of commercials Lee directed and appeared in as Jordan-obsessed fan Mars Blackmon, a character from his 1986 film She’s Gotta Have It. The pairing of tall, athletic Jordan with short, glasses-wearing Mars made for popular, humorous commercials that effectively advertised both Nike shoes and Michael Jordan across the United States. Another series of commercials portrayed Jordan as “His Airness,” flying through the air in Nike Air Jordan shoes. The commercials were effective for both Jordan and Nike: in mid-1998, Fortune magazine estimated that Jordan had at least a $10 billion impact on the U.S. economy, $5.2 billion of which benefitted Nike (Johnson 1998). If U.S. corporations still believed that black athletes made undesirable product endorsers, they must not have been watching television.

To reach a larger world market, Nike began increasing advertising efforts in Europe in 1985. While France resisted the infusion of U.S. advertisements and goods, Jordan had already made an impression in Europe prior to the ad campaigns by his performance at the 1984 Summer Olympics. The Nike “swoosh” and Jordan himself became symbols of Nike that transcended language barriers to promote Air Jordans in the European markets and beyond. In 1991, Nike released the Air 180 shoe with a commercial suited for audiences of various cultural, ethnic, and language backgrounds: when played in the United States, some English was used, but when repeated in other countries, no spoken language was heard. Jordan and his shoes were becoming recognized commodities across the world.

But as a pioneer of the athlete-businessman role, Jordan had to confront some unexpected challenges with Nike, and because of his status and influence, his responses were quickly made public. The first of these challenges was criticism for wringing profit from, but otherwise ignoring, the inner-city communities purchasing Air Jordans. The criticism became more serious when, in the early 1990s, news stories began appearing across the United States of teenagers killing each other for Air Jordans. Jordan, Spike Lee, and Nike were blamed for making youth willing to kill each other to obtain a status symbol they could not afford, or for youth turning to drug sales to purchase these symbols. When asked what should be done about these problems, Jordan responded that anyone that was threatened for their Jordan-endorsed apparel should surrender the clothes and that he, Michael Jordan, would buy them a replacement (Greene 1992, 208). This response suggested that Jordan had not invested much thought into the problem. He was unprepared to deal with this problem; his influence was incalculable, surpassing his own estimations, and the wide reach and power of his influence created challenges that previously were unimaginable.

Another challenge that resulted from Jordan’s advertising power and media presence involved Nike’s “Just Do It” logo. Jordan’s high-powered plays, game-winning shots, and flying dunks were highly visible, both in NBA games and in glamorized advertisements. Given his incredible athletic skill and his god-like status, how could anyone else expect to “Just Do It”? Critics claimed that Jordan was encouraging his fans to attempt the impossible when they could never be like him. Worse, he was considered to be leading youth, especially black youth, to view sports as the way to success rather than school. At the same time, he was reinforcing a belief in the adult population that these youth were most interested and talented in activities on the court. This created a cycle of some children focusing on sports instead of school and adults encouraging this behavior. Jordan did not directly address these concerns, but Nike devoted $5 million to ads stressing the importance of education and staying in school (LaFeber 1999, 92). After Jordan and Nike were accused of using his influence in potentially harmful ways, in subsequent Nike ads they attempted to use his influence to counter any harm from previous ads.

Through these challenges and others, Jordan strived to maintain his loyalties to his fans and his endorsers. He was always image conscious, always appearing in public well dressed and respectable, and this is partially why he has had such wide appeal and was effective in advertisements. In the presence of controversy, Jordan sought the middle ground to preserve his image and remain loyal; his responses, though limited, show support for his fans and his corporate sponsors. While he has struggled in handling some of the challenges of the athlete-businessman, some of his efforts at maintaining neutral ground during controversy have been more successful. For example, at the 1992 Summer Olympics, Nike’s competitor Reebok paid $4 million to have the Dream Team wear Reebok warm-ups. Jordan and Charles Barkley announced they would not wear the Reebok logo and were subsequently criticized for competing in the Olympics for Nike instead of the United States and focusing on their royalties instead of the game. In an attempt to avert further controversy and maintain his loyalties, Jordan draped himself in a U.S. flag as he approached the podium to receive the gold medal. While the Olympics were viewed as Nike versus Reebok, Jordan’s move demonstrated loyalty to both Nike and the United States. As one of the first and most influential athlete-businessmen, he was unable to prepare for the challenges that confronted him, but his responses and respect for loyalty set a high bar for those that followed him.

Athletes are more than just team members. Successful athletes, like Michael Jordan, are also sources of inspiration and change. In the entertainment industry, Jordan has helped make basketball a popular sport across the globe, drawing in new talent domestically and internationally and increasing arena attendance and at-home viewership dramatically, while setting standards and records for game play and athlete behavior. While Jordan no longer makes those game-winning shots as the buzzer sounds, he continues to be influential. Popular music and film attest to this as well: the band Foster the People released a song in 2010 about coveting “pumped up kicks,” a reference to Air Jordans, and kids still watch the 1996 film Space Jam (Pytka) to watch Jordan and Bugs Bunny team up to beat aliens in a game of basketball. Across entertainment genres, Jordan has left his mark. While he may not be the god that Larry Bird surmised, his power, talent, and reputation have been and continue to be influential.

Sarah V. Moseley
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KAZAN, ELIA (1909–2003)

In his director’s notebook, Elia Kazan, speaking of Stanley Kowalski from Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire, said, “The only way to understand any character is through yourself. Everyone is much more alike than they willingly admit” (Jones 1986, 148). This statement reflects one of the reasons that Kazan as theatre and film director stands out as a significant figure in entertainment during the mid-twentieth century. Although often remembered for his controversial involvement with the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), where he became notorious for naming eight colleagues associated with the Communist Party, Kazan’s career demonstrates a dedication to artistic excellence that bridged the world of Hollywood with the stages of New York City. He knew that good storytelling and acting show that there is not much difference between someone who informs on his neighbors and someone who keeps silent; all characters are subject to weakness but also greatness, privy to greatness but also a fall from grace. Every character is, as boxer Terry Malloy says in On the Waterfront (1954), capable, metaphorically speaking, of being “a contender,” but also facing disaster in the ring. His other productions, which include such famous works as Death of a Salesman, Streetcar Named Desire, and Splendor in the Grass, address the fragility of family and society bonds during the postwar era, and his co-founding of the Actors Studio in New York City remains his legacy of helping actors reach the moment of realism in performance. To be sure, many actors during the 1950s and beyond owe their Academy Award wins to his direction.

Born to a Greek family in Istanbul on September 7, 1909, Kazan and his family migrated to New York City when he was four (Ciment 1974, 10). As someone whose family faced regular persecution and intimidation by Turks, Kazan said he learned early what it meant to speak both the “language of the oppressed and the language of the oppressor equally well” (Ciment 1974, 9). Consequently, his education in the United States both as a child and teenager left him feeling isolated. This feeling intensified when he enrolled at Williams College, where he spent his time either working part-time jobs or hiding alone, reading and writing (Ciment 1974, 12; Pauly 1984, 16).

This role as outsider prompted him as a young adult to seek kinship in two organizations: the Communist Party and the world of theater. He began working backstage as a graduate drama student at Yale. Upon leaving Yale without finishing his final term, he became an apprentice of the Group Theatre, led by Lee Strasberg and Harold Clurman (Ciment 1974, 14–15). The Group Theatre was dedicated “to a political view of art as a means of social change” and relied heavily on the acting philosophy of Konstantin Stanislavsky to bring truth and realism to performance (Michaels 1985, 2–3). Indeed, Kazan remained highly influenced by Russian artists throughout his life and found allies in members of the Group who proclaimed themselves Communist, sharing with them the excitement generated by other theater groups who shared their politics. One significant group was the Workers Laboratory Theatre, an organization that made its motto “Theatre is a Weapon,” indicative of most artists’ reaction to the politics surrounding the Depression and the failure of the American Dream in the early 1930s (Pauly 1983, 26). While the Workers Laboratory Theatre inspired Kazan to create great social theater by directing for the stage, Russian movies like Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925) made him dream of directing film (Pauly 1983, 17).
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Elia Kazan, 1967. (Library of Congress)

Though Kazan remained with the Group Theatre for almost a decade (the company dissolved in 1941), writing plays and honing his abrasive acting style, he ultimately decided that his potential as an artist was in directing (Ciment 1974, 19; Jones 1986, 155). After working in different theater houses during the early 1940s, his big break was directing Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth in 1942, where he learned to deal with frequent “backstage feuds and screams for his dismissal” (Jones 1986, 155–56). Recognition for this play, which included an eventual Pulitzer Prize for Wilder in 1947 (Ciment 1947, 35), made Kazan every writer’s dream director on Broadway. Playwrights like Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams would soon seek him out to direct their projects during the late 1940s.

Indeed, during the same year The Skin of Our Teeth was honored with a Pulitzer, Kazan began working on Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire (Murphy 1992, 1). Williams had been impressed with Kazan’s direction of Arthur Miller’s All My Sons (Murphy 1992, 17). Despite his initial doubts about the project, Kazan ultimately brought Williams’s world of the New Orleans French Quarter to life and helped audiences develop a surprising attachment to both of the main characters—desperate Blanche, whose world is crumbling due to a slow descent into insanity, and her brother-in-law Stanley, who is frustrated by Blanche’s interference in his life and ultimately sexually assaults her. Although Stanley commits this violent act, Kazan still believed that the character could initially appeal to audiences as a “deeply conservative” man who did not want his life ruined by a “phony, corrupt, sick, destructive woman” (Jones 1986, 144). The trick was letting both characters capture the audience’s attention and allegiance. Kazan understood that he was telling the story of Blanche’s search for protection in a world that had become hostile, but he was also telling the story of the working-class Stanley’s regrettable descent into “hedonism” and “self-absorption” (Jones 1986, 146–47; Pauly 1983, 81).

The collaborative efforts of playwright and director made the show less about who was right or wrong—Stanley or Blanche—and more about the levels to which people may sink when they simply do not understand one another. The themes of Kazan’s work often included scenes that provoked confused, ambivalent reactions rather than comfortable resolutions. It helped that this play featured Marlon Brando as Stanley, for Kazan knew Brando possessed “an enormous emotional intuition” (Jones 1986, 148). Brando often took star roles in Kazan’s films and personified Kazan’s obsession with the plight of the working man, whose struggles with bureaucratic organizations or condescending individuals threatened to stifle the individual spirit of someone from a poor background.

Streetcar was successful, both onstage and later when adapted for the big screen in 1951, because Kazan took a playwright’s words seriously even in situations of disagreement (his frustration with Williams would grow over the years as they battled over interpretation and artistic visions). Likewise, he took actors under his wing in ways that made them feel like family. This dedication would result in Streetcar earning three acting Oscars for Vivian Leigh, Kim Hunter, and Karl Malden (Michaels 1985, 9). In Streetcar, Kazan additionally took into account the needs of a postwar audience, most specifically the need to find “a more introspective” and “psychological” drama than they had previously seen (Pauly 1983, 86). The fears, insecurities, and transgressions of Blanche and Stanley were more easily understood after the horrors of two world wars.

Kazan felt this need to delve into psychological drama would be best achieved with a new theater organization that could train actors. Because the director missed the artistry of the Group Theatre, Kazan was inspired to found the Actors Studio with Cheryl Crawford. He referred to it as his “artistic home,” even though his busy schedule and his insecurities about teaching kept him from training actors in the classroom (Ciment 1974, 37; Murphy 1992, 11). These insecurities were ironic considering Kazan’s track record with helping actors achieve excellence, but he was grateful that his own mentor Lee Strasberg became the needed coach (Ciment 1974, 37). What made the Studio so reflective of both Kazan and Strasberg was its dedication to the Method, as the Russian stage techniques of Stanislavsky were called. As Kazan told Ciment, “The Method is more than a system for actors”; he explained that it was a “rehearsal” philosophy in which a company should all work as an ensemble to promote the same “social and artistic ideals” (Ciment 1974, 39–40).

Kazan would change entertainment through this very dedication to “social and artistic ideals” that unified a company of artists. Unlike some directors who would have been intimidated by actors like Tallulah Bankhead in Skin of Our Teeth or Marlon Brando, who was “in conflict at all times” on- and offscreen (Schickel and Young 2001), Kazan found these performers were more interesting in terms of their unpredictable approach to their craft. He was ultimately an “actor’s director,” or rather, every actor’s dream of a mentor.

Kazan also became known for mentoring stars on-screen. In the 1940s, Fox Studio hired Kazan to direct one motion picture a year for five years (Michaels 1985, 8). Because studios controlled every aspect of production through vertical integration (Belton 1994, 64), Kazan had to respect the order of things and defer creative decisions, such as casting, to Fox. Though he possessed little knowledge of the studio system and its rules, Kazan still managed, initially at least, to navigate the murky waters of studio politics. The demands of cooperating with a studio did not stop him from serving as a memorable coach to Hollywood actors. The cast of his first film, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1945), remembered the same intense bonding and collaboration with Kazan that his stage actors felt (Michaels 1985, 8). Indeed, Kazan is considered partly responsible for aiding James Dunn and Peggy Ann Garner from Brooklyn in taking home Oscars for their work (Pauly 1983, 93).

Fox did represent, in its choice of material, some of the same social interests of Kazan: it was known for championing the “agrarian, preindustrial, populist” America that shared his “grass-roots values” (Belton 1994, 74). Kazan’s movie Boomerang (1947), with its theme of “legal corruption,” is cited as one example of Fox’s style (Belton 1994, 75). Although the film is relatively unknown, Kazan did exercise “increased control over the finished product” by choosing his own sets and cast in order to maintain “documentary realism” and fidelity to the theme of “civic corruption” (Pauly 1983, 97; Ciment 1974, 55). These themes would partly lead to what has been considered Kazan’s first “significantly autobiographical film” and favorite production Viva Zapata! in 1952 (Michaels 1985, 10). The motion picture features a Mexican bandit who tries to represent peasant interests but is eventually seduced by power when he is elected president. As an outcast given another chance at political stature and respect, he ultimately decides to abandon his post and returns to poverty, thereby redeeming himself temporarily before facing assassination (Michaels 1985, 56–57).

This belief in redemption would lead to Kazan’s direction of another story in which a poor outcast faces retribution for changing sides in a dangerous power struggle. On the Waterfront was considered by many to be the “apotheosis,” or foremost example, of Actors Studio excellence (Schickel and Young 2001). Indeed, Kazan made the picture without the benefit of a big studio backing him. Fox had begun editing his films and denying Kazan the creative freedom he needed to pursue topics that were important to him (Ciment 1974, 101). As a result, he gradually lost interest in Hollywood and wanted to bring filmmaking to New York City; he complained that in California, all of the buildings were “imitations” and even a person’s tan seemed “false” (Ciment 1974, 103).

This need for a gritty, urban feel to his work would be necessary to tell the story of New York longshoremen who belonged to corrupt unions and suffered unfair working conditions. Dedication and a spirit of realism previously unknown to the big screen characterized the performances of all actors in Waterfront, even extras, who suffered through one of New York’s coldest winters to participate. Although Kazan ultimately shot the movie on the shores of Hoboken, New Jersey, due to traffic noise in New York (Schickel and Young 2001; Baer 2008, 30), he captured the spirit of the longshoremen’s plight in the city in the same way he captured the haunting spirit of the French Quarter in Streetcar Named Desire.

One of the most famous parts of the film was the “contender scene,” in which actors Marlon Brando and Rod Steiger sit in the back of a cab and state their opposing views on the longshoremen’s union, a disagreement that puts them on two different sides of the law. Terry (Brando) plaintively tells his mobster brother (Steiger) that without the corruptive influence of his brother’s friends, he might have secured a boxing career and “coulda been a contender” (Kazan 1954) for sports fame. Brando and Steiger execute the scene with such subtlety of expression and voice that the words on the page became some of the most poignant and realistic line deliveries in American film (Schickel and Young 2001). This was the legacy Kazan always left behind, both in critically acclaimed works and in those that were not as well received: he helped actors reach a place where they felt free to make realistic and powerful choices.

On the Waterfront won Best Picture at the Academy Awards in 1954. Film history would remember it not only for its great acting but also for the themes that critics believed reflected Kazan’s own search for peace after he testified in 1952 for HUAC, which investigated Communist filmmakers and performers. Because Kazan admitted he had been a member of the Party and because he named eight colleagues, Hollywood still refers to him as a “snitch” who contributed to the formation of a blacklist of “unemployable talent” (Belton 1994, 241, 251). Kazan’s testimony seemed disloyal and hypocritical since he still supported leftist causes and viewed film and theater from Russia as models for his own work.

However, in 1937, Kazan had been asked to leave the Communist Party after refusing to strike against the Group Theatre’s leaders (Ciment 1974, 22). Reflecting on his testimony at HUAC, he admitted, “[T]here was a personal element in it, which is that I was very angry, humiliated, and disturbed—furious, I guess—at the way they booted me out.… In a sense they made it impossible for me to stay in. I knew, because in a small way I was part of the machinery, that orders were coming from above, which we, I, were supposed to hand out below. I despised the men at the top” (Ciment 1974, 83–84). Kazan purchased an advertisement in the New York Times in which he argued that Communism was best exposed in all its American forms because “secrecy” was the common enemy of the people and actually “threatened” the employment of liberals rather than ensuring it (Pauly 1983, 157). He even addressed students at Harvard, convincing them that he acted out of conscience, not personal fear (Pauly 1983, 159).

Because Kazan had testified against his colleagues in federal court, it would be easy to draw parallels between his life and the Waterfront protagonist, Terry Malloy, who is eventually pitted against his own brother when testifying before a court. However, Waterfront screenwriter Budd Schulberg denied that the movie had anything to do with HUAC; he said such an interpretation “trivialized” what the New York City longshoremen endured in the 1950s (Baer 2008, 33–34). This statement contradicts what American film textbooks often say about the movie, which is that Kazan created a film that reflected his own life as a Terry Malloy figure who sought redemption for testifying against his friends (Belton 1994, 251).

While performers, writers, and directors alike felt scorn for Kazan after his testimony, others remembered his talent and continued to honor his craft. His close and respectful relationship with actors became the reason actor Karl Malden nominated him for an honorary Oscar in 1999 (Schickel and Young 2001). It seems whatever people felt about Kazan, it was deeply personal on every level, especially for those who collaborated with him on multiple projects. Even so, people felt that Kazan had especially betrayed them because, as Schickel and Young (2001) argue, he could have pursued work in theater where no real blacklist was in operation. Therefore, he had an advantage other blacklisted artists did not.

When Kazan received an honorary Oscar for lifetime work, blacklisted writers like Bernard Gordon led vehement protests in Hollywood before the ceremony. Some actors remained seated when he rose to accept the award from Robert De Niro and Martin Scorsese (Weinraub 1999; 3). Of note is what Warren Beatty, who launched his career with Kazan’s film Splendor in the Grass, said to reporters: “Although you and I might feel he made a mistake, neither you nor I were around in that period” (Weinraub 1999, 3). Certainly, some actors and industry insiders today admit that too much time has passed for them to make a fair judgment of what happened when Kazan appeared in court over 50 years ago.

Film historians remember Kazan for more achievements than On the Waterfront. East of Eden (1955) and Splendor in the Grass (1961) would masterfully feature another theme of the director’s work: the fragile bonds of family, especially the troubled relationships of sons and fathers (Michaels 1985; Pauly 1983, 195). Work on these themes allowed him to return ultimately to the topic of his family’s own immigrant journey, which inspired his writing and directing of America, America (1963). The film today is remembered not for critical acclaim but for the intensely personal feelings that Kazan revealed in its creation (Pauly 1983, 239). His final picture, The Last Tycoon (1976), included actors like Robert De Niro and Jack Nicholson, who are still known for their startling realism and powerful screen presences (Pauly 1983, 244). While mentoring this new generation of actors, what seems most interesting is Kazan’s divorce from live theater. He told Ciment, “I can’t even read plays now” and explains why in terms that reflect the themes of his career and the ones that touched his audiences the most: “I am a person that moves. I think of life as moving—as a struggle, an escape, and a pursuit. Cinema is more compatible with this than the theatre” (1974, 176). Indeed, the settings of his films during these final years in Hollywood would venture beyond the boundaries of New York City and into the open terrain of the Midwest, as well as the valleys of Northern California. By his career’s end, there seemed to be no part of America that Kazan had not captured on film or imagined onstage.

The immigrant theater artist who saw himself as “outsider” to all American groups as a young man brought characters and pictures to life by daring studios to make socially important motion pictures when film attendance was dropping and mentoring his performers and writers in a way that best reflected the injustices he saw around him. Whether or not the film industry remembers him most for his role as “insider” witness rather than for his work as director is still a debate. Regardless, what most actors, both on-screen and onstage, remember about Kazan is that he helped them get inside their characters in order to reflect the truth and struggle of human experience. For that reason and others, such as his talent for collaborating with writers as formidable as John Steinbeck, Tennessee Williams, and Arthur Miller, audiences and performers alike remain enthralled with his work.

Shannon Howard
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KING, BILLIE JEAN (1943–)

Tennis sensation Billie Jean King convinced the world that it could love a girl who knew her own mind, and she wasn’t afraid to put some muscle into proving it. Indeed, long before she volleyed her way into the record books, 10-year-old Billie Jean boldly told her mother she was going to be the number one tennis player in the world. She had found her destiny. Yet this fireman’s daughter from Long Beach, California, didn’t know her destiny would include burning the rule books on what women could do and setting fire to America’s collective imagination.
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Billie Jean King, 1965. (AP Photo)

To watch girls play sports on television today, or to learn Serena Williams won $1 million at the U.S. Open Tennis Championship, one might think women have always enjoyed celebrity and wealth within the sports realm of popular entertainment. But such is not the case. When young Billie Jean was practicing on the public tennis courts of Long Beach, there was little money in sports for women athletes, they were rarely seen on television, and tennis was largely considered to be an uneventful game best left to the already rich.

Understanding how King, born Billie Jean Moffitt on November 22, 1943, changed entertainment is to know the story of her advancement in sports during the time when it was still evolving into the big-business form of entertainment that it now is. Today, contracts worth billions of dollars are signed between television networks and major sports leagues. By comparison, in 1962, when “Little Miss Moffitt” (as unmarried Billie Jean was called in the press) burst onto the world’s stage at the prestigious Wimbledon tennis tournament in England, the three major television networks had a paltry total of $80 million committed for sports programming. Fully half of that money was for football and baseball; meanwhile, competitions considered to be less popular such as tennis (a sport that women played) were packaged together under umbrella titles like CBS Sunday Sports Spectacular or ABC’s Wide World of Sports (MacDonald 2009, chap. 7, doc 5).

Of course, that was 10 years before the U.S. Congress passed the Education Amendments to the Civil Rights Act, which included historic Title IX and its mandate that federal funds be divided gender-equally between school sports programs (Rappoport 2005, 60). Also, it was well before most men (and many women) had accepted the fact that women athletes were just as competitive and determined to win at sports as were men. Never mind thinking women were just as exciting to watch. No one had really challenged the long-held belief that women’s sporting events were boring and of no commercial value—until Billie Jean King did.

During a professional career that spanned three decades, King (her married name) won-over the male chauvinist hearts and minds of Americans with her aggressive slash-and-burn style of serve-and-volley tennis, and also with her plain speech off the courts. When the press focused on her lack of fashion sense, King focused even harder on her powerful tennis serve. Ultimately, she would use that serve to shatter the prissy glass image of the woman athlete as a prepackaged pretty player and replace it with the image she projected, which was that of a running, sweating, athletic machine (Gerstner 2012, n.p.). She won a staggering 20 championship titles at Wimbledon and opened the doors to big-money sports entertainment for the next generation of women.

Ironically, King came to tennis only after her mother urged her to play a more ladylike game than the others she had excelled at before: football, basketball, and softball. However, in her new sport she immediately ran afoul of its seemingly arbitrary rules set up for women. She was snubbed at a photo opportunity after playing her first junior match, because she was wearing a pair of homemade shorts instead of a regulation girl’s tennis dress. According to the strict rules of the United States Lawn Tennis Association (USLTA), only boys could wear shorts. Right then, she knew she would have to change some rules; but first, she had to build her reputation.

As the unseeded Little Miss Moffitt, she thrilled Americans and stunned the staid Wimbledon crowd by beating the number one woman player, Australian Margaret Smith, in the very first match. Never in the 79-year history of the tournament had that happened. It was written in Time magazine: “She slashed a backhand volley … that the bewildered Margaret could only wave at as it whizzed by” (“Little Miss Moffitt” 1962, 51). Yet she was still unable to snatch the number one spot away from Margaret so she returned home to improve her game.

Over the next four years, she picked up enough titles in the United States to seem almost unbeatable (Church 1976, 26). And then, finally, at the 1966 Wimbledon, she beat Brazilian Maria Bueno to become the number one player in the world. For that great feat, all she won was a silver plate and a gift certificate for sportswear. But she was ready to start making the big changes in tennis that she had been thinking about.

One pet peeve of King’s involved money. Pros could play for money, but amateurs were expected to play for the love of the game. Amateurs had to cover their own expenses while performing in tournaments, some of which were very prestigious but offered no money. They could play for the USTLA-sanctioned per diem of $28, but anything a promoter paid them above that had to be off the books. King hated playing for money under the table and referred to it as “shamateur” tennis. It seemed to King that certain people within the USLTA and the International Lawn Tennis Federation (the world governing body of tennis) were conspiring to keep players and promoters from making good money. Money-strapped players and promoters meant fans were being cheated out of receiving the quality entertainment experience that King knew they deserved. Besides, it was her firm belief that sports was not just a leisure-time activity but that players were providing a service with their entertainment and deserved to be properly paid for it (King 1974a, 79).

In 1967, King proved she was deserving, when she not only successfully defended her Wimbledon singles title but won both doubles titles, too (Church 1976, 29). She was the first person since 1951 to win Wimbledon’s triple crown, and she wasn’t done yet. A few months later she won the triple crown at the U.S. Championship as well, earning the title “Female Athlete of the Year” from the Associated Press. But she still wasn’t any richer.

With her spot as the number one player in the world secure for a second straight year, King began to show some muscle off the court by speaking out about shamateur tennis at postmatch press conferences. This led to her being threatened with suspension by the USLTA, but King would not be silenced. She knew that if the game’s best player was openly unhappy, then people would have to listen. Her willingness to speak out ushered in the era in tennis called the Open Years.

By the next spring, tennis officials had agreed to “open” the Wimbledon and U.S. championship tournaments to both pros and amateurs. This meant that players could turn pro and compete in the same tournaments they always had but also win big prize money. To that end, many American players turned pro and joined leagues or signed with individual promoters, forgetting any loyalty to the national association that had tried to control them. King, hungry to go right into touring and show off her exciting talent, signed a $40,000 contract with the National Tennis League (King 1974a, 85).

At this time in the United States, fewer than 300,000 high school girls were taking part in interscholastic sports (AAUW, 4), and Title IX was still four years away. But back then, things weren’t just tough for young girls. King, and the other new female pros, learned just what they were up against when they discovered that the biggest prize monies were only for men. At the Los Angeles Tennis Club (where King was snubbed in the photo opportunity as a junior), the prize money for the 1970 Pacific Southwest Open was $12,500 for the men’s championship while a mere $7,500 was available to be won, in total, for the women’s matches (Rappoport 2005, 63). King couldn’t believe the blatant disparity between purses.

Although “female stars were contributing more and more to the sport, they were still making just a fraction of what the men were making” (Rappoport 2005, 65). As far as King was concerned, good tennis was good tennis; a ball didn’t know whether it was hit by a man or a woman (King 1974b, x). So why the big difference in pay for women players? For one thing, promoters were lumping their money into huge prize pots since they didn’t have to use it to lure individual players under the table anymore. Secondly, it was widely believed that females weren’t as strong players, and so they deserved less pay. Even the great Arthur Ashe, who had struggled against adversities as a top-seeded African American player and was someone King has credited with supporting the women, finally disappointed King by commenting that women did not deserve equal pay when they played with men (King 1974a, 100). Worse, in response to the women’s growing complaints, the number of women’s matches began dropping and their tour was dumped from the national USLTA schedule. The men were closing ranks against the women.

Then the entertainment argument reared its head. Male players and officials argued that audiences didn’t pay to watch the women play tennis; they were really there to see the men. It was implied that the women’s matches were sideshows to the men’s. King disagreed. In her first autobiography, simply titled Billy Jean, she wrote that “from a show-biz standpoint I felt we put on as good a performance as the men—sometimes better” (1974a, 101) She remembered her argument being, “If our show was as entertaining as the men’s, then we should be getting equal pay” (1974a, 101). So King chose to revolt.

At first she didn’t demand equal prize money, because she acknowledged that men played more sets per match and went longer and stronger. Instead, she agitated for a better ratio of the prize money, but then decided that was unfair too. In Billie Jean, she wrote that settling for a ratio “meant that as entertainers we were still getting short-changed” (1974a, 100–101). She wanted women to get paid because people wanted to watch them play, period. Frustrated, King decided it was time for a revolution.

Amidst threats of suspension from the USLTA, Billie Jean King became one of the infamous now-called “Original Nine” women who swerved off the sanctioned USLTA circuit to create their own tennis tournament. They called it the Virginia Slims Invitational, later known as the Virginia Slims series. The other defiant American women were Julie Heldman, Rosie Casals, Val Ziegenfuss, Kristy Pigeon, Nancy Richey, and Peaches Bartkowicz. Australians Kerry Melville and Judy Tegart Dalton joined, too. With nine strokes of a pen, Women’s Professional Tennis came into being.

Using the same slogan as their cigarette company sponsor, “You’ve Come a Long Way, Baby,” the Virginia Slims Invitational boasted prize money of $7,500—and it would all go to women. Money they would need, since the seven American players were immediately suspended by the USLTA. But that turned out to be okay, because within just one week, the women had proudly given birth to a new tennis circuit only for them.

Finding women willing to defy their national associations by playing on the circuit was tough, and finding sponsors was even tougher. Cigarettes were not paying for all of the tournaments, all of the time; yet the Virginia Slims series was soon still able to offer women players a chance to win a minimum of $10,000 per tournament, and that was good enough to keep them signing on. By summer of 1971, the women were competing for their biggest purse yet—$40,000—and King knew the circuit was a genuine success. She had helped prove that women tennis stars were valuable entertainers and the fans were in agreement.

Thanks in large part to the new women’s circuit, 1971 was also the year that Billie Jean King accomplished another major first in sports: She became the first woman ever to earn over $100,000 in a single season. Finally, she was winning big bucks on the courts; however, her influence did not end there. Her determination to even the playing field in tennis had served to elevate the game in America’s consciousness. It was estimated that over 500,000 people were taking up the sport each year, with 11.5 million players participating by 1971 (Church 1976, 40). Americans had heard about King’s tenaciousness on and off the court, and how her opponents seemed destined to lose to “the greatest woman player in the game” (Newsweek 1972, 55), and it made them want to play tennis too.

Right then, events seemed to be coming together in an auspicious way for American women. Women’s lib was going strong, and one of the hottest tickets in sports was the female athlete Billie Jean King—who Newsweek wittily called the “Queen of Women’s Lob” (1972, 56). Then, finally, the best thing of all happened. In 1972 came the watershed moment that all little girls who loved sports would forever be grateful for—the passage of Title IX. Like icing on the cake, that year Sports Illustrated named Billie Jean King their first “Sports Woman of the Year.” And little girls all over the country bought new tennis rackets. Soon, King founded the Women’s Tennis Association (WTA) to govern the Slims series, so that the next crop of free-range girls could grow up and play for a sports network all their own.

By 1973, King’s advertising endorsements had grown to include toothpaste, rackets, and tennis shoes. Yet, as famous and accomplished as she was, King couldn’t please everyone. One particularly vocal detractor was an old tennis pro named Bobby Riggs, who had been a Wimbledon triple crown winner in 1939, winning the mixed doubles title with Alice Marble (King’s first Wimbledon trainer). Riggs began showing up at King’s tournaments and press conferences, challenging her to a tennis showdown. He made sexist statements along the lines of, “Women should remain barefoot in the kitchen,” and “Women should only be paid one quarter of what men get because that’s all they’re worth.” He was 55 years old and wanted to be in the spotlight again; he figured playing the Queen of Women’s Lob would help him get there.

King didn’t want to play Riggs because she was too busy promoting the WTA and playing in tournaments, but he hounded her relentlessly. She understood that playing Riggs could have a hugely positive effect on the future of girl’s and women’s sports, if she won. On the other hand, she felt that a loss to Riggs could set back women’s sports by decades, and she even feared that Congress might rethink their passage of Title IX. Either way, she knew that she would have to devote many months to serious preparation before playing in such an event. In the sports documentary Idols of the Game, King succinctly explained her concern about Riggs: “You can not ever underestimate someone who has been number one in their field” (Idols 1995).

Finally she’d had enough and agreed to play Riggs in an event called the Battle of the Sexes. While Riggs spouted off against women’s lib instead of practicing, the 29-year-old King practiced for their upcoming battle by playing hard in tournaments. After winning the triple crown again at Wimbledon that year, she was hailed in a July 16 Newsweek article as being a “liberator and leader.” The terms “explosive power” and “too furious” were used to describe her athletic abilities. The same article reported that King had served and volleyed at Wimbledon “with machinelike efficiency … charging the net with cold disdain for her overmatched foe.” The accolades continued with, “if the performance of the men was lackluster, the women were as exciting as ever—with Billie Jean the most sensational” (1973, 46). Billie Jean King was in her prime.

The match was on, and the gender battle lines drawn. But not all men were sure Riggs could whip King; and not all women were backing the Queen. Incredibly, even some female tennis stars believed that an aging male athlete could still overtake a woman playing in her prime. When asked by the press, the youthful champion Chris Evert came down firmly on Riggs’s side, as did 78-year-old Eleanor Tennant, who was a former U.S. champion and the first woman to ever turn pro.

The proposed match quickly took on a life of its own, eating up sports page headlines and drawing thousands of interested new fans to the game of tennis. Everyone had an opinion about who would win the battle. And though it was all in good fun, much was at stake. Maybe even the future of women’s sports; and, certainly, there was that small matter of a winner’s check for $100,000—the largest single tennis purse offered to date.

On September 29, 1973, 1.3 million girls were participating in a variety of sports across the United States (AAUW, 4), The Virginia Slims series had grown to 22 tournaments, offering $775,000 in prize money (King 2008, 148), 30,472 fans were gathered at the Houston Astrodome, the largest crowd ever for a tennis event, and 60 million international television viewers were tuned in at home (Ladies Home Journal Books 1998, 153). The Battle of the Sexes was King’s own Super Bowl of tennis. It was a match that had captured the imagination of the world. ABC reportedly paid $750,000 for the privilege of televising Billie Jean King beating the shorts off Bobby Riggs and making him eat his words (Idols 1995).

Ever the savvy businesswoman and entrepreneur, in 1974, King promptly used her money and enhanced celebrity from winning the Battle of the Sexes to found the Women’s Sports Foundation, World Team Tennis, womenSports magazine, and, in 1976, the International Women’s Professional Softball Association. Still later, as a result of a palimony suit brought against her by her secretary Marilyn Barnett, in 1981 King became the first well-known female athlete to come out publicly as a lesbian, thus further burnishing her remarkable trailblazing bona fides. Some people think that King winning that one televised battle was the height of her career, but that’s only because they don’t know the story of all the behind-the-scenes battles between the sexes that King had already won and all that she would continue to do afterwards.

Suzanne Sunshower
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KIRBY, JACK (1917–1994)

Comic books have entertained America at least since Famous Funnies #1 hit the newsstands in 1934. And, as with any form of entertainment, comic books have seen a lot of changes, in both their appearance and presentation, as well as shifts within the industry itself. It is impossible to pinpoint one publication or hail a single writer or artist as the driving force behind all of the changes found in the world of comic books since that first pebble in 1934. Simply put, there are as many contributing factors as there are alternate universes. Action Comics #1. Stan Lee. Amazing Fantasy #15. Fredric Wertham. Comic book specialty stores. Marv Wolfman. Superman #75. And, of course, The King, Jack Kirby.

Born Jacob Kurtzberg in New York City on August 28, 1917, Jack Kirby began his journey in 1936, drawing newspaper comic strips for the Lincoln Newspaper Syndicate under the pen name Jack Curtiss. Kurtzberg did not use his most famous pseudonym, Jack Kirby, until 1940, when he created and wrote the comic strip Blue Beetle for Fox Feature Syndicate. But Kirby was more than just a comic book artist. Over the course of 50 years, he filled the roles of cartoon animator, writer, creator, and editor in addition to the innovative artist destined to be dubbed “The King” by fans and peers alike. And, throughout the half century of his reign, he was the driving force behind many of the changes in the world of comic books for those same fans and peers.

Working with his creative partner Joe Simon, Kirby’s first major contribution to the world of superheroes was the creation of Captain America in 1940. Captain America was by no means the first superpowered individual to don a mask, nor was he even the first hero to wear a costume inspired by the American flag. Harry Shorten and Irv Novick had introduced the Shield earlier that same year in Pep Comics #1, but Captain America Comics #1, published by Timely Comics, the forefather of Marvel Comics, and cover dated March 1941, immediately caught America’s attention, especially the soldiers. Captain America Comics #1 sold nearly one million copies, not only outselling Pep Comics, but also overtaking Time magazine’s circulation of 700,000 copies during the same month. Like Kirby himself, Captain America proved to be an instant hit and has maintained an almost constant presence in comic books, but Kirby’s presentation of his character also instigated an immediate change in the medium.
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The King, Jack Kirby, at work (left, pictured with Captain America cocreator Joe Simon), n.d. (AP Photo/Titan Books)

Unlike characters like Batman and Superman, Captain America’s very origin is a tale of American patriotism. Captain America gained his abilities when Steve Rogers, unable to join the military because he was too frail, volunteered to participate in an experimental program designed to create the first super-soldier to battle Nazi saboteurs on American soil. To further emphasize the character’s determination to fight for truth, justice, and the American way, the cover of Captain America Comics #1 showed the super-soldier punching out none other than Adolf Hitler. Because of the hero’s proactive stance against Nazi Germany, American servicemen were able to relate with this character. Even though the issue was published almost a year before America officially entered World War II, Kirby’s cover art set a precedent that swept the comic book industry. Comic book scholar and historian Fredrik Stromberg summed up superheroes of the 1940s and their part in the war: “Indeed no superhero was worth his salt if he wasn’t prepared to engage in battle with the Japanese and the Germans on a regular basis” (Stromberg 2010, 42). Within a few months of Captain America Comics #1’s release, other titles, such as USA Comics, Superman, and National Comics, also sported their heroes fighting Nazi saboteurs and their prominently displayed swastikas, creating a trend that would last throughout the war.

Kirby continued to spark changes during the early years of the Golden Age of comic books, an era generally accepted by comic book historians to run between 1938 and 1950. These changes influenced superhero comics published throughout the war era, as well as those of the 1960s, as comic books entered their Silver Age, and even into the Modern Age of the 1970s and ’80s.

Sidekicks were introduced in the early ’40s as a means to give young readers, primarily young boys, characters they could relate to and vicariously participate with in the heroes’ adventures. DC Comics introduced the first and longest-surviving costumed sidekick, Robin the Boy Wonder, in Detective Comics #38, cover dated April 1940. Robin’s instant popularity opened the door for other heroes to take on their own sidekicks. The following year also saw DC Comics introduce Speedy in the Green Arrow stories in More Fun Comics. Timely Comics introduced their own sidekicks in response to Robin’s success. Only a few months after the Boy Wonder’s debut, Carl Burgos introduced Toro in Human Torch #2, followed by Bucky in Kirby and Simon’s groundbreaking Captain America Comics #1.

Despite the teen characters’ popularity, they were initially seen as allies and extensions of their respective adult heroes, but were not considered true heroes themselves. Kirby and Simon altered the role of young heroes with the release of Young Allies Comics #1. Published in the summer of 1941, the team known as the Young Allies consisted of sidekicks Bucky and Toro and four noncostumed youngsters, Jeff, Knuckles, Tubby, and Whitewash. Young Allies Comics was the first comic book dedicated to a team comprised solely of young characters. The Young Allies allowed the younger heroes stepping out from under their adult counterparts’ shadows and standing on their own as true heroes themselves. In a time when fighting criminals and Nazi saboteurs was considered the province of men, not boys, the Young Allies showed their younger readers that youth was not equivalent to masculine impotence, furthering the bond between the reader and the characters. Kirby and Simon’s creation also paved the way for other young characters to ultimately become heroes in their own right, such as DC Comics’ Teen Titans (1964) and Marvel’s Young Avengers (2005).

The four noncostumed, non-superpowered characters in Young Allies Comics also proved that you did not have to don a mask and costume to be a hero. Kirby and Simon reiterated this convention in 1942, after being hired away from Timely Comics by DC Comics, when they created the Newsboy Legion and the Boy Commandos. Both groups consisted of noncostumed youths joining forces to fight the Nazis; the Newsboy Legion battled the enemy on American soil, while the Boy Commandos fought in war-torn Europe. Both teams proved to be popular with readers, with Boy Commandos #1 being the third-highest-selling issue the month it was released, outpaced by only Batman and Superman. Even though both groups were mentored by adult characters, the Newsboy Legion by the Captain America-style hero Guardian and the Boy Commandos by American soldier Rip Carter, the teams were not considered sidekicks but rather the main characters of their respective titles. These groups opened the superhero genre to other nonpowered teams, such the Challengers of the Unknown (also created by Jack Kirby in 1957).

The years following World War II saw a drop in superhero comic book sales. By the end of 1947, Captain Marvel Adventures, one of the best-selling titles during the war, was down approximately 2.5 million copies (Duncan and Smith 2009, 36). Comic books as a whole, however, were still selling strong. Superhero comics were losing their sales to the burgeoning number of comic books featuring other genres, including western, science fiction, crime, horror and romance titles. Comic book writers and artists quickly realized they had to shift genres as well if they were to survive the change in their readers’ tastes. Jack Kirby not only made the necessary transition, he continued to influence the comic book industry. Before the end of World War II, comic book publishers solely targeted the male audience. However, “surveys suggested that females read comic books only slightly less often than males did” (Wright 2001, 128). Kirby, still working with Joe Simon at DC Comics, decided to tap this neglected market. Considered pioneers of the romance genre, Kirby and Simon introduced Young Romance in 1947. After the title’s first issue sold out its initial run of half a million copies, “the rest of the industry took notice and flooded the market” with romance titles (Wright 2001, 128). By 1950, Young Romance was only one of approximately 80 romance titles, and the romance genre accounted for almost half of the comic book market.

The Silver Age marked a significant shift in comic books as superheroes once again began to dominate the market, but it also served to rejuvenate Kirby’s imagination. As America moved into the ’60s, and after over 20 years in the comic book industry, Kirby “had fallen into a rut, feeling the future of comic books was bleak” (Krensky 2008, 58). Unbeknownst to the artist, his former assistant and then-editor of Atlas Comics, Stanley Lieber, was also contemplating leaving the world of comic books. When Martin Goodman, then-owner of Atlas, approached Lieber to create a superhero team as a response to DC Comics’ success with Justice League of America, it was Lieber’s wife who convinced the editor to stay. As a result of his wife’s arguments, Lieber permanently changed his name to his little-used pen name, Stan Lee, and contacted longtime friend Jack Kirby. Going into this project, Lee realized “many of the traditional superhero starting points had become stale” (Krensky 2008, 57), so Lee and Kirby approached their team with an eye toward the unconventional. Lee liked to brag that the end result was “the Super Hero comic for people who hated Super Hero comics” (DeFalco 2005, 32). Fantastic Four #1 debuted with a cover date of November 1961.

Lee ostensibly brainstormed most of the original ideas behind the team and their origin, but he allowed Kirby virtually free rein in creating the visual aspect of the book. The majority of the superheroes published up to that point were attired in flashy costumes, but “Kirby drew the heroes looking as if they did not invest a lot of thought in colorful tights-and-capes outfits” (Krensky 2008, 58). Also contrary to the expected skin-tight costumes, “Kirby’s imaginative art matched the colorful, loose style of the times” (Krensky 2008, 59). Kirby’s unflattering uniforms, rather than tailor-made costumes, worked well to emphasize the personal flaws Lee wrote into the characters—the team’s hesitation to become superheroes, the Thing’s self-loathing of the creature he had become, and the team’s lack of secret identities were the most obvious flaws. Because of their intentional rule breaking, Lee and Kirby became the first deconstructionists in the field of comic books almost 20 years before the theory, usually thought to be associated with film and literature, would begin to be applied to the study of comic books. The success of Fantastic Four also showed the industry that readers wanted nontraditional heroes, which led this innovative team to their next creation: the Incredible Hulk.

Lee and Kirby took the gap they had created between traditional heroes and the Fantastic Four, then expanded it into a chasm when they designed the Hulk. Neither the Fantastic Four nor Bruce Banner, the Hulk’s alter ego, wanted the label “hero,” but where the team that would earn the name Marvel’s First Family eventually embraced the role, Banner has spent the past 50 years hating the Hulk and, periodically, trying to rid himself of the beast. When he found himself fighting villains in his stories, it was due more to the fact that the beast felt wronged and was after simple revenge rather than seeking any sense of justice. The Hulk initially came out only at night, similar to someone inflicted with a werewolf curse, but Lee refocused the source of Banner’s problem to extreme anger. After the shift in the monster’s trigger, Banner constantly tried learning techniques to control his anger and thus control the Hulk, in order to spare himself, not society, from the monster, pushing him further away from the traditional definition of heroism. In the Hulk, Lee and Kirby had created the ultimate antihero, showing that characters do not have to be defined in black and white, all good or all bad, but can fall somewhere in the middle.

Kirby’s contributions to the medium were not restricted to creative stories and the invention of some of comic books’ most famous characters. In his book Making Comics, artist Scott McCloud states, “When artist Jack Kirby helped define the modern superhero genre in the sixties, superhero comics had already been around for more than 20 years. The superhero genre had its rules, learned from years of trial and error: clear, diagrammatic layouts, full figures in action, smooth fluid linework. But Kirby broke every one of those rules, and in doing so, he saved the genre from itself” (2006, 225). McCloud compared a Superman panel and a panel from Fantastic Four to visually emphasize his point. The first panel showed a full-shot of Superman in a running motion, with one leg fully extended behind him, creating a symmetric line along the length of his body. No shadows crossed his face, his “S” chest, or the background, and the Man of Steel faced toward the reader, both details staying true to the acceptable artistic standard of the time. McCloud’s Fantastic Four example demonstrated how Kirby was able to break multiple rules within a single panel. Johnny Storm’s face was thrown back, his body was covered in shadows in appropriate alignment with the bright light in the panel’s background, and a dangling pair of legs crossed into the panel from the top edge. Kirby’s change in what has become known as the visual vocabulary of comic books was promptly accepted by readers and fellow artists and signified a reevaluation of what constituted the artistic standard for comic art. Kirby, along with Burne Hogarth (Tarzan), has been credited as one of the artists responsible for establishing a new visual vocabulary of the superhero genre (Duncan and Smith 2009, 235). “Since Kirby reinvented the genre,” McCloud added, “superhero comics tend to feature contrasting distances, changes of height, and lots of diagonals to keep things looking dynamic” (2006, 54).

Kirby further tipped the medium’s visual vocabulary by altering the sizes of his panels. Krensky discusses how Kirby began changing the look of his panels as early as his collaboration with Simon to draw Captain America Comics, writing “The new comic book duo brought a heightened sense of visual action to their comics. Their tightly connected panels varied in size, a visual change from the uniform newspaper comic strip panels of the day” (2008, 28). However, as the golden age came to an end, the standard layout still consisted of the uniform appearance Krensky spoke of. The standard layout, as demonstrated by Flash Comics #104 (1949), contained six identical-sized panels on each page and ran throughout the book. When the superhero genre entered the Silver Age, the newly reinspired Kirby helped change the interior appearance of the comic book. Instead of using layouts containing the same number and same-sized panels, Kirby utilized an entire page, and sometimes a two-page spread, for a single panel, a style quickly copied by other artists, offering his readers a new sense of grandiose action.

But not all of his innovations found the approval experienced by his artwork in Fantastic Four or his manipulation of panels. Kirby introduced his most controversial style after he took over the art for Superman’s Pal, Jimmy Olsen in 1970. Kirby integrated his colored-as-normal characters with black-and-white picture-style backgrounds. Jimmy Olsen #136 featured a full-page panel with Superman, in color, directing the reader’s attention to the background, a black-and-white psychedelic image with a computerized appearance (Kirby 2007, 171). He repeated this style in the following issue with Superman and the “Hairies” flying “past strangely bizarre and beautiful worlds” (Kirby 2007, 228–29) in a two-page spread. Each of the examples displayed multiple scenes and images with no immediate connection, yet combined to create a strange quasi-coherent world. The aesthetics of this new approach initially received mixed reactions, but some comic book historians believe Kirby’s innovative artwork may have been the predecessor of another offbeat approach to comic art, fumetti, a form of comic art illustrated with photographs rather than drawings. Rambles, an online cultural arts magazine, described fumetti as a blend of “the look of reality and fantasy so clearly, it’s hard to tell where one ends and the other begins” (Knapp 2008), an effect Kirby’s art also appeared to be trying to achieve.

The ’70s also brought what was to be considered Kirby’s greatest achievement: the Fourth World. Superman’s Pal, Jimmy Olsen; The New Gods; Mister Miracle; and The Forever People comprised the multi-title opus. Kirby created the New God characters in 1971 and wrote and penciled all four titles. The New Gods and their eternal enemy, Darkseid, played integral roles throughout the DC universe until the New Gods’ epic demise in the 2007 limited series, Death of the New Gods. Kirby’s creation showed comic publishers that epic story lines were not only feasible, but comic fans were willing to buy multiple titles in order to follow the story line in its entirety. A decade later, Marvel Comics and DC Comics, the two largest comic book publishers, expanded on Kirby’s idea of integrating four titles that followed a connecting story line and introduced story lines involving characters from their entire respective universes. Marvel’s Secret Wars (1984) and DC’s Crisis on Infinite Earths (1985) each consisted of a stand-alone series but included the companies’ other titles in the story line by using crossover issues.

There is no doubt that Kirby’s innovations and creative mind benefited his audience, but pushing the envelope was not reserved solely for his readers. In 1981, Pacific Comics approached Kirby with a groundbreaking opportunity: create characters for Pacific to publish but retain ownership of those characters. By working with Pacific, Kirby began to crack the hold comic publishers had over the rights and ownerships of characters created by their staff or freelancers. Further publication of creator-owned characters by independent companies such as Eclipse Comics and Image Comics expanded the precedent set by Kirby and Pacific Comics. Kirby may have changed the business aspect of creating characters for some of the smaller independent companies, but the Big Two, DC Comics and Marvel Comics, controversially still retain the ownership of any characters created for their books, no matter who creates the character.

Jack Kirby died of heart failure on February 6, 1994. It was said, “When Kirby died, he took comics with him” (Evanier 2008, 215). However, his importance to comic books and his influence on the medium continued to be acknowledged by his toughest audience: his peers. However, some of those peers did not always feel they were equal to the King of Comics. In his biography of Jack Kirby, Kirby: King of Comics, Mark Evanier described Kirby as “one of those Gods on Earth he always drew. He never thought of himself that way, but others did” (214). Some of the artists and writers who have been influenced by Kirby include Frank Miller (The Dark Knight Returns), Stan Sakai (Usagi Yojimbo), and Wendy Pini (Elfquest). The homages found in recent comic books, such as Scott Kolins’s cover art of Countdown to Final Crisis #5 (2008) repeating Kirby’s cover art for Kamandi: The Last Boy On Earth #1 (1972), and television animation, such as the intentional resemblance between Superman: The Animated Series’ Dan Turpin and Kirby, keep the memory of the King alive within the industry he had such a strong hand in shaping.

Tim Durant
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LEAR, NORMAN (1922–)

Norman Lear is an American writer and producer who gained experience during the golden age of television and wrote numerous popular situation comedies. He changed entertainment by creating memorable and outspoken characters, including All in the Family’s Archie Bunker (Carroll O’Connor), and by bringing social issues into the mainstream of prime-time television. Over the course of his career, Lear expanded his influence by joining with other ambitious media figures to form writing teams and production companies that developed many successful television shows, films, and other cultural productions. He also formed nonprofit enterprises that educate and inform countless individuals.

Norman Milton Lear was born in New Haven, Connecticut, on July 27, 1922, the son of Herman and Jeanette Seicol Lear. His Jewish family, led by his combative salesman father, resided in Hartford for much of Lear’s childhood. Norman won a scholarship competition to attend Emerson College in Boston, but in the middle of his sophomore year he left to enlist in the Air Force. Upon Lear’s return from military service, he and his wife moved to California. Once there, Norman eventually joined forces with Ed Simmons, his cousin Elaine’s husband, and began to write comedy. Their first creative venture was finding a way to contact Danny Thomas to pitch a comedy routine to him. Once Thomas took on the routine and it proved to be a success, Lear and Simmons became more well known.

In 1950, Lear and Simmons were chosen as staff writers for NBC’S Ford Star Revue, a variety show headed by Jack Haley. Soon after, they were recruited as writers for Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis’s Colgate Comedy Hour. During the time that they were writing for the Colgate Comedy Hour, Lear and Simmons also worked as dialogue writers for Paramount’s Scared Stiff (Marshall 1953), a Martin and Lewis film.

In the middle of the decade, they were involved with The Martha Raye Show, with Lear serving as coproducer and director. While working on The Martha Raye Show during November 1954, Lear and Simmons were approached by David Alexander to be script consultants for Celeste Holm’s situation comedy. Since Lear had always wanted to be involved with a situation comedy, the tie with Honestly Celeste must have been a welcome challenge. However, the network preferred the variety show format to the situation comedy. When Holm balked at the idea, the show ended. Yet this experience did give Norman Lear his first taste of situation comedy work.

After Raye’s show ended, Lear and Simmons searched for work. Having grown accustomed to their lucrative salaries from writing for Martha Raye, they were hesitant to accept less money. While Ed Simmons declined when they were approached by Bud Yorkin to write for The Tennessee Ernie Ford Show for a smaller salary, Norman Lear decided to accept. Ford was a popular country star, and Lear wrote opening monologues for him over a period of two years. In his Archive of American Television interview, Lear noted the importance of this time period because it gave him an opportunity to learn much about the writing craft from its talented writers (Lear/Gelman 1998). During the late 1950s, Lear also served as a staff writer for the popular The George Gobel Show on NBC. He was also busy writing episodes of The Deputy, a western starring Henry Fonda.
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Norman Lear, 1979. (AP Photo)

While working on The Deputy between 1959 and 1961, Norman Lear kept busy with other important projects. Determined to create films and situation comedies, Lear and Yorkin had started Tandem Productions in 1958. In March 1960, he and Tom Koch were the writers for a one-off show that preceded the TV Guide Awards. Their well-received sketches satirized both the viewers and the censors of this increasingly popular medium. Later that year, Lear became writer and producer for a Paramount film version of playwright Neil Simon’s Come Blow Your Horn. During the early 1960s, Lear was involved with television specials for several popular cultural figures. In January 1961, he and Bud Yorkin wrote, produced, and directed Bobby Darin and Friends. The next year, Lear and Yorkin produced, while he and Tom Koch wrote, a comedy show for Henry Fonda. They served as executive producers of Andy Williams’s show when it appeared in 1962, carefully crafting Williams’s approachable persona.

The Tandem team’s efforts to enter the film industry were both fascinating and innovative. Come Blow Your Horn, the screenplay Lear had started working on three years earlier, was directed by Yorkin and premiered in 1963. It was a lucrative year for Lear and Yorkin, as they also procured a fabulous deal with novelist Bob Kaufman. They paid him in advance to write a novel about divorce in the United States and then to follow it with a screenplay for the book. Since they had compensated Kaufman for his services, Lear and Yorkin were paid by the publishers. Meanwhile, preparation for their film on the topic was in the works. In early 1964, Lear and Yorkin joined with movie chain owner National General Corporation to produce What Are Little Girls Made Of (Schumach 1964, 18).

Continuing their focus on films in 1965, Lear produced and Yorkin directed a Warner Bros. adaptation of Sumner Arthur Long’s Never Too Late. This farce, which made its debut that November, concerned a middle-aged couple who learned they would once again be parents. Two years later, Divorce American Style (Yorkin 1967), the movie adapted from Kaufman’s book, was finally released. The film and its stars, Dick Van Dyke and Debbie Reynolds, earned Tandem kudos from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, the Writer’s Guild of America, and Motion Picture Exhibitors. At that time, Van Dyke’s D.F.I. Productions made arrangements for Lear to write, and Van Dyke to star in, another film. Cold Turkey, a comedy about a man’s struggles kicking the smoking habit, was scheduled to be filmed in 1968. Meanwhile, Norman Lear was busy producing The Night They Raided Minsky’s (Friedkin 1968), starring Jason Robards, in New York City. This film about burlesque in the 1920s required Lear to arrange period exterior sets and to decide how to handle the death of actor Bert Lahr while the film was in production. As he had with Divorce American Style, Lear gained praise from Motion Picture Exhibitors for his work. Other Lear movies during the next few years were Josh, about the Civil War, and Start The Revolution without Me (Yorkin 1970), for Warner Bros. (Weiler 1969, D15).

At the end of the 1960s, Lear and Yorkin decided to focus on their dream of creating television situation comedies. Norman Lear pitched the pilots And Justice for All and Those Were the Days, two versions of a satiric sitcom inspired by the British show Till Death Do Us Part, to ABC in the late 1960s. However, he was unable to persuade the network to air this comedy, which confronted issues of race, class, ethnicity, politics, religion, and generational conflicts. Fortunately for Tandem, CBS was more receptive in the early 1970s when the network’s Robert Wood decided to shift its targeted audience from the over 50 viewers to the 18-to-49 age group. He wanted the network’s programming focus to move from the rural to the urban, along the way showing and appealing to a much broader spectrum of Americans. CBS wanted a different, more inclusive lineup, one that contemporaries termed “relevant,” and Lear’s pilot about a working-class Queens, New York, man and his family was deemed worth the risk.

All in the Family, starring Carroll O’Connor and Jean Stapleton, along with Sally Struthers and Rob Reiner, premiered on January 12, 1971. This episode, “Meet the Bunkers,” which introduced viewers to middle-aged dock worker Archie (Carroll O’Connor), his wife Edith (Jean Stapleton), their daughter Gloria (Sally Struthers), and their new son-in-law Mike Stivic (Rob Reiner), immediately caused controversy. By insisting that Archie spew out countless ethnic and racial slurs during the first episode, Lear had created a show that baffled the critics. Newspaper writers were unsure whether viewers would support the conservative Archie or rally to defend his liberal son-in-law. They did know that Archie spouted phrases that were not used on television and were frowned on in public discourse. Although his political leanings would have been closer to Mike’s, and Archie was based on a father he was ambivalent about, Lear had wisely created a show that appealed to people who would identify with either character’s worldviews. Within a few months, All in the Family had attracted enough attention to be number one in the ratings. Lear and the show both received numerous awards in 1971.

Over the years, Lear’s show mirrored the conflicts in contemporary society, educating viewers as it soared in the ratings. Character interactions between Archie, Edith, Gloria, Mike, and their African American neighbors, the Jeffersons, showed many sides of sensitive issues through comedy. By utilizing the intimate lens of the family, and comedy, to show the common humanity of people despite their differences, Lear found a situation comedy formula that worked. Controversial social topics such as homosexuality, and personal issues such as menopause, were uttered aloud in the comfortable context of the world of the Bunker family. In addition, through the people the Bunkers interacted with, topics such as swingers entered the worlds of viewers who may not have encountered them previously. As the show progressed, Archie, Edith, Gloria and Mike became iconic figures who will always be tied to Lear and the culture of the 1970s.

His next project after he had All in the Family on track was to write and produce a program with an African American family at the center. Sanford and Son, which premiered in 1972, focused on the relationship between Fred Sanford, an aging junk dealer, and his son, Lamont. With comedian Redd Foxx on hand to deliver the lines, Lear found an excellent opportunity to delve into issues of family loyalty, class, and race. Sanford and Son was a great success and appeared on NBC for most of the 1970s.

As All in the Family continued, new antagonists for Archie emerged. Building off the success of the episode entitled “Maude’s Visit,” Lear decided to capitalize on Bea Arthur’s headstrong character. Wisely, he built on the successful brand and continued to present social and family issues from a variety of viewpoints. During the era of women’s liberation and post Roe v. Wade, the 47-year-old Maude decided to have an abortion. Again, Lear created controversy and understanding through comedy, as he also drew attention to his show. In addition to his own popularity and financial success from Maude, All in the Family, and Sanford and Son, Lear, through Tandem, profited from the sitcom-related products that were sold to fans of the shows.

One popular character on Maude was Florida, her housekeeper. Soon, the lens shifted to Florida Evans and her family. Beginning in 1974, Good Times explored the world of the African American family led by Esther Rolle’s Florida and John Amos’s James. Lear, who had a knack for recognizing talent, persevered against network resistance and hired Jimmie Walker, a young comic, to play J. J., their oldest son. While the Evans family lived in the projects, they were an intact family with a serious work ethic. Once John Amos’s character was killed off, and Rolle briefly left the series, attention focused on the humorous and very popular character of J. J. Lear was the executive producer for this Tandem series, one that endured until 1979.

While the Sanfords had a junkyard and the Evanses lived in a project, not all of Lear’s African American characters had money concerns. In 1975, Lear allowed George Jefferson’s cleaning business to become such a success that he eclipsed Archie Bunker’s world. The Jeffersons left Queens and moved to “a New York apartment in the sky.” Lear’s new show showed this ambitious African American entrepreneur and his family succeeding in New York City. The Jeffersons dealt with family issues and incited laughter from the audience, as the feisty “Mother Jefferson” often clashed with wife Louise (Isabel Sanford) and the Jeffersons bickered over trivial issues. Through the sometimes combative, but always loving, relationship between George (Sherman Hemsley) and his son Lionel (Mike Evans), viewers were presented with examples of two generations of African American men. Lionel Jefferson’s in-laws, a white father and black mother, gave Lear an opportunity to use comedy to illustrate the issues related to interracial marriage. In addition, white viewers gained a new perspective on race. It was a microcosm where, with the exception of an eccentric British neighbor, the white Tom Willis was a minority character on the show’s canvas. Whether they laughed at and identified with the Sanfords, the Evanses, or the Jeffersons, African American families now found themselves more visible on television, due in large part to Norman Lear. The Jeffersons was the first television show under the auspices of T.A.T, Norman Lear’s new joint venture with Jerry Perenchio.

Lear’s next series attempt was even more controversial. In early 1975, he served as coproducer for Hot L Baltimore, a show that attempted to form a family from an eclectic group that included gay lovers and prostitute. Apparently too liberal for the 1970s audience, this series lasted but 13 episodes. In December, Lear presented a T.A.T. series with a woman as the head of the family. One Day at a Time focused on single mother Ann Romano, played by Bonnie Franklin; her two daughters; and their handyman. Another Lear hit, this series would last until May 1984.

While Norman Lear had numerous successful shows during the 1970s, some during the second half of the decade did not do as well. The Nancy Walker Show from 1975, which featured a popular actress, was not a success on ABC. All’s Fair in 1976, as well as All That Glitters and A Year at the Top in 1977, Apple Pie in 1978, and proposed Sanford and Son spin-off Sanford met similar fates. But Lear did find a ready audience for Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman, a spoof on daytime soap operas, which were quite popular at the time. This Louise Lasser series from the middle of the decade was syndicated and shown late at night. It was controversial because it consisted of quite blunt discussions of topics treated in a more refined way in many daytime soap operas. Using the town popularized in Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman, Lear created a spin-off of the series for the summer 1977 audience. Fernwood 2-Night satirized typical talk show guests in the same way that Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman poked fun at daytime dramas.

In a major life change, Lear took a break from writing and producing situation comedies in 1978. After garnering accolades, as well as numerous Emmys and other awards for All in the Family, Maude, and his other work, he needed a change. At that time, he was interested in exploring a return to movies, the recently popularized cable television, and politics. While he was leaving the situation comedy world for a while, his T.A.T Productions would continue to educate and entertain the American public.

By 1980, Lear had found a new outlet for his views. He began his nonprofit People for the American Way in 1980, teaching people to protect their constitutional freedoms. Two years later, in the middle of Ronald Reagan’s first term, the liberal Norman Lear expressed his patriotism by orchestrating an extravagant, star-studded two-hour television special entitled I Love Liberty. His efforts on this venture earned Lear an Emmy nomination for Outstanding Writing in a Variety or Music Program.

Lear made a brief return to television during the 1980–1981 season, working with Alex Haley on Palmerstown U.S.A., for CBS. Instead of a typical Lear situation comedy, Palmerstown U.S.A. was a drama based on the friendship of two boys from different ethnic backgrounds who lived in the South during the Depression. While it only ran briefly, this series that combined the talents of these powerful figures made powerful statements to its viewers.

After his several-year hiatus from series television, Norman Lear attempted to reach and portray the growing Hispanic community in a series that first aired in March 1984. In a New York Times article promoting a.k.a. Pablo, Lear noted this changing demographic, years before programming geared toward this group was common in the United States. He served as creator and executive producer of this series, which lasted only two months. Its failure may have been due less to its Hispanic focus than to comedian Paul Rodriguez’s unsuccessful transition to acting in a situation comedy. However, in retrospect, the presence of this show in 1984 lends further evidence of Lear’s keen insights and strategic thinking. During that year, his peers honored his contributions to entertainment by making him as one of the first members of the National Academy of Arts and Sciences Hall of Fame.

After selling T.A.T, then known as Embassy Productions, to Coca-Cola in 1985, Norman Lear joined with Hall Gabba in creating the multimedia holding company Act III. The new company was named because Lear viewed his life as being in three acts. The first was his early career up to 1970, the second was his successes with Tandem and T.A.T. up to the mid-1980s, and the third was the future. Act III, headed by Lear, its chairman, produced two notable films during the second half of the 1980s. Stand by Me (1986) and The Princess Bride (1987), both directed by Rob Reiner, were extremely popular with American audiences. A 1991 Act III production, Fried Green Tomatoes (Avnet), also found a ready audience.

With Act III doing well, Lear shifted back to familiar territory. Returning to television in June 1991, he once again broached a topic that was often considered socially taboo. Sunday Dinner, for which Lear served as both creator and executive producer, focused on the relationship between a widowed father, his much younger wife, and his children. Having left his wife, Frances, and married a young psychologist, Lear found much inspiration for the series from his own life. Unfortunately, this series lasted just two months.

Many of Lear’s shows dealt with political topics, and during 1993–1994 he was involved with another one. The Powers That Be, an NBC show for which he was executive producer, directly satirized the political world through its comedic portrayal of a senator, played by John Forsythe of Dynasty fame; his family; and his staff.

In 1994, Lear illustrated the changes in American society since the 1970s by allowing television viewers to return to Archie Bunker’s house. However, in 704 Houser Street, Bunker’s house was now owned by a working-class African American family. In contrast to the Bunkers, but like the Keatons in the 1980s show Family Ties, the Cumberbatch family consisted of liberal parents with a very conservative son. Both generational and cultural differences were highlighted once again, as son Goody dated a Jewish woman. Lear created and served as executive producer of this brief series, which featured John Amos of Good Times fame. As he had with Forsyth, Lear capitalized on a familiar male lead to draw viewers to the show. While the All in the Family connection was obvious, Lear was willing to utilize all of the ammunition in his arsenal to gain an audience in an increasingly competitive television marketplace.

While Lear received many awards and several honorary doctorates during the twentieth century, one honor presented at its close was especially memorable. In 1999, President Clinton awarded Lear the National Medal of Arts. Never ceasing in his efforts to make a difference, Lear has continued to be an influential cultural force. He founded the Norman Lear Center at the USC Annenberg School of Communication in 2000, creating a very active scholarly center for media and public policy. Lear and his wife embarked on a lengthy educational Declaration of Independence Road Trip in 2001, an effort that included a youth voter registration drive through their Declare Yourself initiative. In addition to his ongoing work to encourage voter registration and active participation in the political process, Norman Lear also continues to promote cultural programs through ACT III Communications. This innovative, ambitious creator, who has been an important force in changing the face of American entertainment, has left his permanent imprint on the American cultural landscape.

MaryKate McMaster
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LEE, ANG (1954–)

It would once have been hard to imagine that a director of Taiwanese origin could make the Time 100: People Who Shape Our World list in the category of Artists and Entertainers in both 2006 and 2008, respectively. However, Ang Lee did just that. The enthusiastic and critical reception from both the public and academia shows the considerable impact that Lee has had (and continues to have) on American entertainment. He is best known for his Oscar-winning films Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) Brokeback Mountain (2005), and Life of Pi (2012), but his filmmaking career began far in advance of those acclaimed productions. Lee had been demonstrating his artistic talent for filmmaking long before the release of his most mainstream and well-known films. Born in Taiwan in 1954, Lee was instructed by his stern father under the doctrines of Chinese classics. After graduating from the National Arts School (now National Taiwan University of Arts), he came to the United States and obtained a BA in theater from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign in 1980 and an MFA in film from New York University in 1984, winning the Wasserman Award for Outstanding Direction with his master’s thesis.

Though a successful director, Ang Lee is separate from his contemporaries, auteurs like Wong Kar-wai and Tsai Ming-liang, who present a unique and persistent vision of filmmaking. Because of his diverse educational experiences, Lee not only crosses cultural and national boundaries, but further grapples with various styles and genres of films. But Lee’s success and personal style did not happen in a day; after graduation, he struggled for years before finally seizing his opportunities in the early 1990s and emerging as a shining star with his “Taiwan trilogy”: Pushing Hands (1992), The Wedding Banquet (1993), and Eat Drink Man Woman (1994). These three films center on nostalgia for the past and its clash with the new generation. In this trilogy, audiences are provided with extremely delicate pictures of the domestic sphere with a focus on parent-child relationships in response to (homo)sexual tensions and cross-cultural anxieties. Lee’s artistic but accessible style was noticed by Columbia Pictures, a major Hollywood studio. With Columbia’s support, in 1995 Lee made his first Hollywood film, Sense and Sensibility, based on British writer Jane Austen’s novel of the same name. People questioned Lee’s ability to work with the American crew and British actors and also handle an eighteenth-century British romance set; however, Lee’s knowledge of Western drama and previous experiences in filming family dramas made for a proper match. Starring Emma Thompson, Kate Winslet, and Hugh Grant, Sense and Sensibility turned out to be a box-office success and won a great number of positive reviews and international awards, including the Golden Bear Award for the best film at the Berlin International Film Festival in 1996.
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Ang Lee, 2009. (AP Photo/David Azia)

In 1997, Ang Lee again impressed critics and audiences with his second Hollywood feature, The Ice Storm. Adapted from Rick Moody’s highly acclaimed novel, the film explores the themes of alienation and sexual awakening in a suburban American middle-class family. Lee offers his audience an, at times, excruciatingly close look at Connecticut life in the early 1970s, when the social and political turmoil that began in the 1960s was further fueled by the Watergate scandal of President Richard Nixon. The title also suggests the emotional tumult endured by the main family in the film and foreshadows the tragic events that occur at the film’s end, during which the fine line between the public and the private, the natural and the social, is exposed. Lee’s presentation of American suburban life in the ’70s illustrates an affective cultural separation, which is still reverberating today. Needless to say, The Ice Storm is a praiseworthy work in Lee’s career.

Despite the wealth of praise heaped on his previous two films, Lee’s next film, Ride with the Devil (1998), based on Daniel Woodrell’s American civil war novel Woe to Live On (1987), earned mixed reviews. According to critic Lisa Schwarzbaum, Ride with the Devil is a decent but “oddly unengaging” film with “weak performances” (1999). Although Lee tried to instill his previous charms of sensitivity and fineness into this film, it seems to be a misfit as a war drama that lacks impressive heroic deeds and a romantic struggle. Unlike classic Civil War films like Gone with the Wind (1939) and Glory (1989), Ride with the Devil seems too tedious and complicated for general audiences. As this film promotes the liberation of the individual mind over the benefits of a larger community, what is truly highlighted by Lee is the battle within, which is somewhat odd in the context of a war film. Besides, ordinary moviegoers can easily find something witty, profound, and universal in Sense and Sensibility and The Ice Storm, whereas Ride with the Devil chimes with its historical framework but loses the vitality of a nation-building myth. Still, this is a film worthy of discussion and analysis as concerns its relationship with American history.

With his Taiwanese trilogy and first three American films, Ang Lee made explicit his capability of straddling the East and the West with his personal film language. In addition, he provided a unique way of looking back in time and intensifying the tension between the past and the present. As Whitney Crothers Dilley argues, “[In Lee’s cinematic world,] the cultural entities of the West and the East have been metamorphosed, blurred, and traditional attitudes called into question” (2009, 50). Dilley’s statement points to Lee’s special in-between positioning, with which his cross-cultural complexity can be profoundly (re-)produced and transformed in cinema. More importantly, Lee’s success lies in his remarkable gift for storytelling on a universal level. On the one hand, the Taiwanese trilogy skillfully delineates the contours of Chinese traditions in tandem with emerging multicultural challenges at the turn of the twenty-first century. On the other, Lee’s first three American films internalize his cross-cultural tendencies and open up a path to international filmmaking and global marketing. Nevertheless, in Lee’s films it is the universal phenomena of family divides and/or reunions and their accompanying struggles that deeply touch filmgoers around the world.

In 2000, Ang Lee went to an even higher level and changed American entertainment with his Chinese-language film Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, which, with a domestic gross of about $128 million, is the second-highest-grossing foreign language film in American history (“Crouching Tiger …”). That being said, it may be unfair to place Crouching Tiger and The Passion of the Christ (2004), the highest-grossing foreign language film, on the same scale. While The Passion can be easily understood and appreciated by most American Christians, Crouching Tiger shines with its true foreign charm and fascinates the American audience with its breathtaking focus on Chinese martial arts (Wu Xia in Mandarin) and gravity-defying jumps. In Crouching Tiger, Lee delicately presents the interweaving of traditional Chinese values and flourishing female consciousness, thereby revealing a sense of cultural and sexual double-crossing.

It is also significant to take into account the emotional undercurrents of the leading characters such as Li Mu Bai (Yun-Fat Chow), Yu Shu Lien (Michelle Yeoh), Jen Yu (Ziyi Zhang), and Lo (Chen Chang). On one level, master Mu Bai represents the core of Chinese masculinity with his Wudan martial-art skills, and Shu-Lien serves as his female consort and follower in a spiritual sense. Because Shu-lien was the fiancée of Mu Bai’s best friend, who sacrificed himself to save Mu Bai’s life in an earlier fight, Shu-lien and Mu Bai must hide their subtle feelings and desire even though they intensely fall for each other. Their platonic love is always supervised by strict Chinese social norms, thus forcing their hidden passion to remain below the surface. On another level, both Jen and Lo pose threats to deep-rooted Chinese traditions. Although Jen appears to be the docile daughter of a high official, she emerges as a martial-arts master and defeats all the male warriors except Mu Bai and Lo. As for Lo, he cannot get rid of his previous identity as the chief of a bandit gang. No matter how hard they try, these two lovers are not meant for each other from a conventional perspective. After all, these major characters need to “negotiate within a Confucian Chinese society” (Gomes 2005, 47). In this regard, Mu Bai’s tragic death and Jen’s final suicide seem to be the only solution to their dilemma. By putting together male-centered doctrines and male-female struggles, the director cleverly presents an enjoyable and globally appealing drama in a Chinese context.

Crouching Tiger became extremely successful because of several reasons. First, this film followed the success of the Disney film Mulan (1998) by offering imaginative premodern Chinese legends, thus creating sensational spectacles of exotic China for American moviegoers. Second, Ang Lee chose to showcase the few Chinese faces such as Yun-Fat Chow (The Replacement Killers and Anna and the King) and Michelle Yeon (Tomorrow Never Dies) that were familiar enough to Americans. Indeed, by that time the director himself had become a name brand who attracted the public attention. Additionally, the well-designed action features make this film accessible to Americans despite the cultural and language barriers. Here, Chinese martial arts can be associated with the stereotypical American perception of Chinese kung fu, which has been symbolized by cultural icon Bruce Lee since the 1970s and been revived by subsequent stars such as Jackie Chan (Rush Hour and Shanghai Noon) and Jet Li (Lethal Weapon 4 and Romeo Must Die). Even though most American spectators might have trouble fully understanding the cultural legacy of Chinese chivalry, they can easily read the film as an action adventure with a love story at its heart. Crouching Tiger, with its enormous popularity, won four Academy Awards including Best Foreign Language Film, Best Art Direction, Best Cinematography, and Best Original Score in 2001, which was an unprecedented achievement for a foreign-language film at the Oscars.

After Crouching Tiger’s box-office success and Oscar glory, Lee had gained enough industry cachet to choose the films he would make, a luxury that few directors ever experience. The cross-cultural appeal and Chinese martial-arts glamour of Crouching Tiger inspired a great number of filmmakers the world over. Famous Chinese directors like Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige followed the path paved by Lee and sought transnational financial and technological support in aiming for success in the U.S. market. But although Zhang’s Hero (2002) and House of Flying Daggers (2004) and Chen’s The Promise (2005) were big hits in the Chinese-speaking countries, they didn’t gain nearly as much attention on American soil. Despite the apparent ease with which Lee reached and connected with American audiences, it remains extremely difficult for most foreign-born directors to make it big in the global marketplace via Hollywood filmmaking. However, thanks to Lee’s encouraging success story, films with Chinese martial arts can still have a future in the United States.

In addition, the leading characters of Crouching Tiger have become appealing Chinese icons that can be sold as cultural “Hollywood commodities” in the United States. Yun-Fat Chow has continued to perform as an action hero in such films as Bulletproof Monk (2003), Pirates of the Caribbean: At World’s End (2007), and Dragonball: Evolution (2009), and Michelle Yeoh and Ziyi Zhang continued capitalizing on their reputation as women warriors in The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor (2007) and Rush Hour 2 (2001), respectively. The revival of Chinese martial arts in Chinese-speaking countries has overlapped with the rise of Chinese kung fu in Hollywood films, which has resulted in more Chinese actors making their way into Hollywood productions. Additionally, popular films like Kung Fu Panda (2009) and Kung Fu Panda 2 (2011) can also be good cases in point as to the growing presence of Chinese ideas and images in Hollywood films, further illustrating that Crouching Tiger was ahead of the curve and played a role in broadening the box-office appeal of Chinese martial-arts films, thus making it a milestone work in American film history.

The final notable contribution of Crouching Tiger accounts for its cultural exchange between Chinese and Western flows within the framework of globalization. As Ang Lee rides the tide of the emergence of modern China as a major player as well as a strong competitor to the United States in the global market, this film goes beyond its aesthetic values and functions as “a postmodernist cultural product for a global audience” (Chan 2004, 4). Even though quite a few Chinese critics have pointed out that Lee is mindful of meeting the needs of the American audience, it seems a necessity in order to reach the balance between the East and the West that’s required for a film to play wide globally.

Following Crouching Tiger’s success, Ang Lee touched on an even more challenging topic with Hulk, a fictional superhero from the Marvel Comics universe. However, Lee’s Hulk (2003) received poor critical reviews in part due to his overemphasizing the psychological depth of the hero, which diluted the pure excitement of fighting in a supposedly action-packed movie. In the words of A. O. Scott, the filmmakers, including Lee, were “too busy marveling at their own technique to make us care about the sufferings of their hero” (2003). Compared with other superheroes like Batman, Iron Man, and Spider Man, Lee’s version of the Hulk is relatively serious, probably too serious for moviegoers of all ages. It is true that Lee is good at capturing subtle emotions of characters; still, what people expect from a superhero film is primarily action and excitement.

Two years after the failure of Hulk, Lee made a strong comeback with Brokeback Mountain (2005), which won him abundant international recognition, including the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival. Brokeback Mountain also won three Academy Awards: Best Director, Best Original Score, and Best Adapted Screenplay. This is a groundbreaking film, as it features two homosexual cowboys, Ennis Del Mar (Heath Ledger) and Jack Twist (Jake Gyllenhaal). In American history, cowboys have long been affiliated with masculinity and the adventurous qualities of men. Although Brokeback Mountain’s focus on a “homosexual relationship” (Osterweil 2007, 40) between cowboys echoes the much earlier Andy Warhol western film Lonesome Cowboys (1968), Lee goes further in challenging normative heterosexual ideology and reexamining the homosexual tensions through the symbol of the cowboy. Ennis is a taciturn and passive figure suffering from multilayered constraints. Although he attempts to live a straight life, he fails in his marriage, parenthood, and a potential love affair with another woman. Unlike Ennis, Jack is much more active in cherishing their forbidden love but better able to maintain his normal life as a good husband and a loving father. Wearing masks in their lives, Ennis and Jack appear to be fishing buddies, and every year they travel to Brokeback Mountain, where they can be together without worrying about what people will think. At the end of the film, Ennis survives, whereas Jack is murdered. The tragic ending is handled in an affecting but restrained way, separating this homosexual romance from what could have been an overly melodramatic finale.

The biggest achievement of Brokeback Mountain is reshaping the iconic image of the masculine cowboy and creating gray spaces in rendering heterosexual oppression and homosexual ambiguity. At this point, it is worth considering the director’s courage to “[break] the mainstream Hollywood taboo on homosexuality” (Osterweil 2007, 42). The homosexual anxiety evident in the film recalls Lee’s second Chinese movie, The Wedding Banquet, in which the gay lovers also struggle in the face of the critical view of cultural traditions. Grappling with the complications of gay identity, Lee lays bare a queer vision that received widespread critical raves, despite some criticism from the culturally conservative. By accommodating homosexuality and heterosexuality in an objective sense, Lee offers “a unique brand of queer at once particular and universal, confronting and accessible, subversive and respectable—so very queer yet so very straight” (Leung 2008, 38). In this way, the director goes beyond the homosexual love and achieves a profound level by way of his implicit style. He precisely grasps the ambivalent emotions of the two gay characters. Replacing a stigmatizing, stereotypical portrayal of homosexuality, Lee instead presents the film’s main relationship to the audience as a love story, though repressed, mediated by understanding and acceptance between the two lovers with a bigger hope of bridging the two worlds of sexuality. That is its beauty and its tragedy.

Following the feat of Brokeback Mountain in 2005, Lee’s Chinese-language film Lust, Caution (2007) again won the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival. Since 2001, there have been four American-made films winning the highest prize at this prestigious international event. Although Lust, Caution did not turn out to be a box-office success in the United States (though it flourished internationally), Lee, as a Taiwanese American with one Golden Bear, two Golden Lions, and a few Oscar awards, does occupy a place of great significance in American film history in terms of domestic and international recognition.

More recently, Lee returned to his familiar topic of family issues and generation gaps with the comedy Taking Woodstock (2009). This film is based on Elliot Tiber’s memoir Taking Woodstock: A True Story of a Riot, a Concert, and a Life (2007), with a focus on the backdrop of the Woodstock Music and Art Fair held in a small town named Bethel in New York State in 1969. Lee leads his audience into the world of the late 1960s hippies, music, drugs, and sexual liberation. Interestingly, he marginalizes the musical event but engages with the leading character Elliot Tiber’s (Demetri Martin) interaction with his family and friends in the face of his own looming homosexuality. In short, the spirit of Woodstock—going beyond the conventional standards with music—is embodied by the protagonist along with his sexual awakening. Although the three-day music fair can only be imagined, symbolized, and barely watched in the distance, Lee wisely externalizes and internalizes the clash between the old and new generations, thus representing a rosy-colored world of peace without the disturbance of violent wars and political scandals. With Taking Woodstock, Lee helps the audience to revisit the fading historical memories and reexamine the universal tensions in American life.

Collectively, from domestic concerns to cross-cultural practices, Lee’s cinematic universe can never be easily defined. From Sense and Sensibility onward, he became a director of ambiguity and contrasts by dealing with various topics, genres, and cultures. His Crouching Tiger rocked Hollywood and the entire Western world with the aesthetics of Chinese martial arts, thus raising the cultural understanding of “Chineseness” worldwide. Subsequently, Brokeback Mountain queers the images of American cowboys and challenges social and sexual taboos of homosexuality while Life of Pi is a visually astounding film that shows Lee is as adept with new filmic technologies as he is with handling subjects not normally present in mainstream fare. His films are enjoyable and can be appreciated by both critics and general moviegoers. Lee has established a sensitive global vision that enables him to tackle cultural diversity and appeal to audiences around the world. His tremendous success celebrates the cross-cultural exchange and paves the way for other East Asian filmmakers and stars to make their way to Hollywood screens.

Chia-rong Wu
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LEE, BRUCE (1940–1973)

Decades after Bruce Lee’s death he continues to be an icon of contemporary popular culture. Lee was a pivotal figure in a shift within film that both boosted the popularity of martial-arts films and added dimension to the way Asian characters had conventionally been portrayed in Hollywood film, an influence that stretched across the globe. Without Lee’s film work it is doubtful that martial-arts cinema would have flourished in the United States in the way that it did. His contributions to cinema have extended beyond the martial-arts genre, and traces of his influence can still be seen in action, animation, drama, horror, and science fiction films. Lee’s rise to Hollywood fame did not come easily, in part due to systemic racism. In his movies, his opponents, and thus the antagonists in the story, were often portrayed as racist prior to their demise at his hands. Lee is still thought by many to be the greatest cinematic martial artist of the twentieth century, if not all time.

Born in San Francisco as Lee Jun-fan to Eurasian parents, Lee went on in the short span of his life to become a respected actor, director, fight choreographer, martial-arts instructor, philosopher, poet, producer, and writer in both the United States and Hong Kong. His first major role on-screen was as Kato on the television series The Green Hornet (1966–1967), Lee’s Kato also appeared in three episodes of the Batman television show. After The Green Hornet’s one and only season, Lee was receiving more fan mail than the title actor. In Hong Kong, The Green Hornet was unofficially called “The Kato Show,” and Lee was surprised when he was recognized on the street, thus demonstrating its, and the start of his, international popularity. Throughout his life Lee appeared on 11 television shows, and 3 more used archival footage of him posthumously.
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Bruce Lee, 1972. (Photofest)

Lee’s first appearance on-screen was as an infant in Golden Gate Girl (Eng 1941). Shortly thereafter, his parents decided to return to Hong Kong, where he was featured in The Birth of Mankind (1946) and Fu gui fu yun (1948). Lee’s father was an actor and opera singer. This status directly led to young Bruce Lee’s early appearances on film. Before 1970, he appeared in 22 films, most of which were filmed, marketed, and screened in Hong Kong. There were five films that really showcased his acting and physical skills: The Big Boss (Lo 1971), Fists of Fury (Lo 1972), The Way of the Dragon (Lee 1972), Enter the Dragon (Clouse 1973), and The Game of Death (Clouse 1978).

Lee is the founder of the martial art and corresponding philosophy Jeet Kune Do (The Way of the Intercepting Fist), which blends various martial-arts styles with street fighting and an intense focus on balanced physical conditioning including strength, endurance, and flexibility. Jeet Kune Do requires mental and spiritual preparation in addition to physical training. For Lee, martial arts, and Jeet Kune Do specifically, were a form of self-expression (Little 1996, 122). Jeet Kune Do has directly influenced mixed martial arts, and many practitioners of mixed martial arts practitioners cite Lee as an idol.

Lee was first introduced to martial arts by his father early in his life when living in Hong Kong after the Japanese occupation, during which time “Bruce’s street fighting continued and his violent confrontations were escalating” (Thomas 1994, 14). The first form his father introduced him to was a variation of Tai Chi in attempts to focus and calm his fighting. At the age of 13, Lee went on to study Wing Chun when he lost one particularly bad fight. He was sent to study with hopes from his parents and mentors that channeling his energy would keep him from fighting on the street. This was his only formal martial-arts training. Lee also was also a valuable part of his high school’s boxing team, winning a title by knocking out the reigning champion by drawing on his Wing Chun training. Despite all of these activities, his fighting continued at the street level. Fearing for their son’s safety, Lee’s parents sent him to the United States to live with his sister (Thomas 1994, 27). The final straw for his parents was a particularly dangerous fight their son was involved in where he knocked out his opponent in 10 seconds, supposedly angering his opponent’s fellow gang members (Thomas 1994, 45). Throughout his life he was also exposed to, influenced by, and trained in Choy Li Fut, fencing, Hsing-I, Judo, Jujitsu, and Karate.

In addition to studying and working part-time jobs upon his arrival in the United States, Lee taught a style of martial arts that he called Jun Fan Gung Fu. The name of this style shared its name with his first official school that he later opened and taught at in Seattle. This style was his interpretation of Wing Chun as he had learned and practiced it in Hong Kong. Lee’s eventual preferred martial-arts style, Jeet Kune Do, was influenced by conventional styles and involved some modifications of them. He advocated for a base and understanding of the conventions being altered in order to better understand his style and technique (Lee 1975, 25). Lee taught both Chinese and Caucasian students at his studios, a point of some contention with instructors at other studios. He had enrolled at the University of Washington, where he studied drama and philosophy, but he did not finish his degree and instead moved back to California to pursue his passion for martial arts, opening the second Lee Jun Fan Gung Fu studio in Oakland with James Lee (no relation), another passionate martial artist. James Lee eventually connected him to the Long Beach International Karate Championship, which became Bruce Lee’s ticket to mainstream American show business in 1964. Part of Lee’s performance at Long Beach involved doing push-ups with one arm, using only his thumb and index finger to lift his weight with the hand touching the ground (Little 1998, 22). At this exhibition, he met fellow martial artist Chuck Norris, who Lee would later work with on a few films. In Long Beach, he met a hairstylist, Jay Sebring, who worked in Hollywood and introduced him to a TV producer, William Dozier, who was keen on getting The Green Hornet off the ground following the success of Batman. Up until this meeting, Dozier had not found the right person to play the role of the sidekick, Kato. While later doing promotional appearances as Kato, Lee refused to perform martial-arts tricks like breaking boards as he felt stunts like this did not correspond to martial-arts philosophy. Lee performed moves of his own design at these events instead. He eventually opened a third martial-arts school in Los Angeles, where he trained actors like Steve McQueen and James Coburn.

Before Lee became a leading film actor in his own right, he choreographed fights for other actors. In 1969, he choreographed fight scenes for The Wrecking Crew (Karlson), which was Chuck Norris’s film debut, while in 1970 he choreographed Walk in the Spring Rain (Green). His first leading roles were in The Big Boss and Fists of Fury. Neither of these films was released in the United States until after Lee died, though when first released overseas they were wildly popular. After the success of these two films, and the completion of his two-year contract, Lee formed his own production company, Concord Productions Inc. This meant that for his third major film, The Way of the Dragon, he had complete control serving as director, fight choreographer, leading actor, and writer. This film is also credited with featuring one of his most legendary fight scenes, in which he fights Chuck Norris. His signature move in his on-screen fight scenes is to take a blow from his opponent, pause for a moment, and taste his own blood before springing into action, annihilating his opponents.

In 1972, he was doing the fight choreography for Fist of Unicorn as a favor to his friend and colleague Unicorn Chan. As Lee’s popularity was on the rise at this time, he was filmed working, and this footage made it into the final cut of the movie. His cameo appearance in the movie was not originally planned.

Lee was frequently challenged to public fights by other instructors and also ran into interested opponents in other less predictable venues such as on movie sets (Little 1997, 167). A fight with a rival martial-arts instructor is what allegedly inspired Lee, who was frustrated by the rigid confines outlined by the style of the fight, to create Jeet Kune Do. On the set of Enter the Dragon, an extra was intent on fighting Lee. Despite the fact that the extra was fast, large in stature, and strong, Lee prevailed (Little 1997, 168). Though smaller in size than many other fighters, by this point he had perfected an impressive physical routine that made him incredibly strong. In 1965, he could, and regularly did, curl 80 pounds with one arm (Lee 1989, 70).

Lee originally believed and taught his students that “a stronger muscle, is a bigger muscle,” a conclusion he changed his mind about later in his life and training (Little 1998, 24). He was always changing his training routines in attempts to figure out the best way to showcase his physical abilities. Lee dedicated three hours of each day just to his physical training (Thomas 1994, 63). An unchanging belief of his was the importance of core abdominal muscle strength to physical fitness in general and martial arts specifically. Lee noted how many movements in martial arts are supported and rely on torso strength, and so in addition to his dedicated training hours he did exercises periodically throughout the day to maintain, strengthen, and tone this area (Lee and Uyehara 2008, 483).

In addition to conditioning his muscles for fighting, Lee would prepare his body in other ways as well. For example, to toughen the skin on the outside of his hands, he would punch his fists into buckets filled with rocks and gravel. He would do over 500 repetitions of this extreme activity at a time (Campbell and Lee 2003, 58). He also avoided carbohydrates in his diet long before it became a fad associated with weight loss (Little 1998, 163). Proteins were Lee’s main food staples, his preferences being beef and tofu. He advocated for simplicity, believing anything unnecessary would hinder his performance (Little 2002, 190). He also took vitamin and mineral supplements (Little 1998, 168). Though not fond of dairy, he thought it was important to maintain his strength. He nevertheless sought out other foods high in calcium as most of the milk he consumed was powdered and added to protein drinks. Lee generally ate up to five smaller meals as well as a few snacks over the course of the day (Little 1998, 166). He ate most of his vegetables raw so as not to diminish their nutritional value, another instance where he was far ahead of contemporary dietary trends. In addition to protein drinks, to give him a boost in energy he would also make and consume drinks he designed with a high concentration of amino acids, B vitamins, and ginseng (Little 1998, 169). He also drank black tea for its stimulating properties (Little 1998, 170). His intense regime honed his flexibility, quick reflexes, and impressive strength that he channeled for fighting (Little 1998, 21).

As Lee believed he must train his mind as he did his body, he was an avid reader. Most of the books that caught his attention and sparked his interest were centered on the philosophical elements of fighting. Some of these philosophies he adapted and integrated into Jeet Kune Do. For Lee, martial arts was his religion, and though some of his corresponding philosophies were influenced by religious teachings, he did not believe in a higher power (Little 1996, 122). He used any and all influences available to him that he found inspiring (Thomas 1994, 44). He published one book in his lifetime Chinese Gung-Fu: The Philosophical Art of Self Defense (1963).

Enter the Dragon was one of the highest-grossing films in 1973 and solidified Lee’s reputation as a phenomenal martial artist. Unfortunately, he died six days before its release. He had other film projects on the horizon at the time of his death. Lee left filming Game of Death, featuring one of his former students, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, to work on Enter the Dragon. Interestingly, Game of Death was going to be his first movie shot with sound; The Big Boss, Fists of Fury, and Way of the Dragon were all filmed without sound, which was subsequently added. Robert Clouse, who directed Enter the Dragon, decided to finish Game of Death (1978), in which Lee’s character wore the now legendary yellow tracksuit. Clouse undertook this project by hiring an additional actor who could pass for Lee to play the title character and using footage that had not been used in Lee’s previous films. The plot was changed substantially from its inception to its eventual release. This move was met with controversy. Though Lee had shot about 100 minutes for the film prior to his death, only about 15 minutes were featured in the final product. Some of the remaining 85 minutes that he had filmed was included in the documentary Bruce Lee: A Warrior’s Journey (Little and Lee 2000). Extra footage from Enter the Dragon was used to make Game of Death II (Ng 1981).

A few months prior to his death, Lee collapsed while working on Enter the Dragon and was rushed to the hospital. There he was diagnosed with cerebral edema, or retention of water around the brain causing swelling. Though on that occasion the swelling was relieved, a similar instance led to his eventual death.

The day Lee died in Hong Kong he had dinner plans to discuss a future film project. Earlier in the day he had a meeting with producer Raymond Chow to discuss Game of Death. Chow and Lee then went to meet actor Betty Ting Pei to review the script before Chow’s dinner engagement (Lee 1989, 156–57). Lee was later found lying down and unresponsive. After unsuccessful attempts to revive him, an ambulance was called, but when he reached the hospital, he was dead on arrival. The forensic scientist who performed the autopsy came recommended by Scotland Yard and revealed Lee’s brain was swollen, as with his previous trip to the hospital that year. However, he determined that this time the cerebral edema was caused by an allergic reaction to painkillers and ruled Lee’s death a “death by misadventure” (Thomas 1994, 209). The doctor who treated him when he first collapsed earlier in the year noted that no painkillers were involved in that incident, thus questioning, and sparking controversy around, Lee’s death. Initially, the neurosurgeon who saved his life after his first cerebral edema implied that Lee’s death could have been caused by a reaction to cannabis that was found in his system. The neurosurgeon later retracted this statement, however, and endorsed the autopsy results (Thomas 1994, 228). Other popular rumors surrounding the circumstances of Lee’s death included murder, a mysterious curse on his family, and a previous fight injury with delayed effects. Lee was buried in Seattle, where his son Brandon Lee later joined him after being tragically killed while shooting The Crow (Proyas) in 1993, further fueling the suspicion of a family curse.

Because of the success of Enter the Dragon and the buzz created by Lee’s death, there was a spike in interest in martial arts and related cultural products for the remainder of the 1970s. Some examples are comic books like the one produced by Marvel, Deadly Hands of Kung Fu (1976), which is a biography of Lee, and Malibu Comics’ Bruce Lee (1995), which had little to do with the real-life Bruce Lee. Other cultural products inspired by Lee and his work include Carl Douglas’s popular song “Kung Fu Fighting” (1974), and video games like Acclaim Entertainment’s Dragon: The Bruce Lee Story (1993), Universal Interactive’s Bruce Lee: Quest of the Dragon (2002), and Nintendo’s Bruce Lee: Return of the Legend (2002). Movies featuring martial arts being made in China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan often showcased actors who looked like Lee using stage names that sounded like or were variations of Bruce Lee such as Bruce Lee: The Man, The Myth (Ng 1976), featuring Ho Chung Tao, who was listed as “Bruce Li.” Sometimes these movies also sported names drawn from Lee’s successful films. The demand that had been created for Bruce Lee was addressed with what was labeled “Bruceploitation.” Jackie Chan, whose first appearances on-screen were as an extra and stunt performer in some of Lee’s movies, was marketed as the next Bruce Lee starring in New Fist of Fury (Lo 1976). This strategy did not work for Chan’s career, however, and he only found mainstream fame in his own right when he started taking roles in comedies. Chan’s rising popularity ended Bruceploitation in Asia, though traces of it can still be seen in some martial-arts media produced in the United States. Characters Marshall Law and Forest Law from the Tekken video games are based on Lee, as is Liu Kang from Mortal Kombat. Liu Kang even makes animal noises when fighting, which Lee allegedly did. Characters based on Lee appear in at least six other video games. Carl Jones published a book that discusses the phenomenon of Bruceploitation, Here Come the Kung Fu Clones (2010).

Since Lee’s death, many media products have been made to honor and portray his life, included the dramatic series Spirit of the Dragon (Tam 1992), the biographical film Dragon: The Bruce Lee Story (Cohen 1993), and the television series The Legend of Bruce Lee (2007), which was used to promote China before the Summer Olympics that were held in Beijing in 2008. Lee has been the subject of 33 documentary films produced after his death. In 1999, he was the first person inducted into the Martial Arts Hall of Fame. To the martial-arts community and beyond, due to his superior fighting skills, physical fitness, and subsequent ascension to iconic status, Bruce Lee continues to be one of the greatest influences and inspirations.

Mary Shearman
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LEE, STAN (1922–)

From 1961 to 1966, Stan Lee was at the center of the most revolutionary explosion of creativity American comic books has known. Over this five-year span, Lee, working with such artist-collaborators as Jack Kirby and Steve Ditko, created the Fantastic Four, the Incredible Hulk, Spider Man, Thor, Iron Man, Doctor Strange, the Avengers, the X-Men, and Daredevil, among others. These characters, their friends, and the villains that menaced them displayed a conflicted humanity, a lively weave of emotions that included traditional bravery, but also showed realistic amounts of weaknesses, doubts, foibles, and even neuroses, traits that had never before been fully integrated into comic book heroes and their stories.

[image: image]

Stan Lee, 1988. (AP Photo/Nick Ut)

Any survey of the several published biographies, any quick review of interviews, will show that almost any “fact” relating to Lee is subject to revision, and any history is best begun with the words “as Lee tells the story.” The fertile imagination and storyteller’s instinct for what will dazzle an audience that fuel Lee’s comic book creativity also comes into play when he tells stories about his own life. In the end, Stan Lee might best be thought of as one of the many characters created by the irrepressible Stanley Lieber. Still, the basic facts about Lee’s birth are verifiable: he was born Stanley Martin Lieber on December 28, 1922, in New York City. His father, Jack Lieber, worked in the garment industry but rarely had steady employment. The family couldn’t afford a phone, and Lee remembers his father endlessly reading want ads and walking the streets looking for work, always coming home dejected at having not found a job (Lee and Maier 2002, 8). There was never enough money, and the Liebers’ life was a constant struggle to pay rent and buy groceries. Lee remembers his parents as lavishing affection on him and his younger brother, Larry, but as always arguing among themselves. When Lee was seven, the Great Depression occurred, making financial security more elusive for the Liebers and millions of others. The family had to move more than once, descending down the real estate ladder until they finally settled in a small apartment in the Bronx, where Stanley and Larry slept in one room and his parents slept on a foldout sofa in the living room. The only view was of another building. Lee later said his childhood ambition was to be rich enough to live in an apartment with a view of the street. He worked odd jobs—delivery boy, office boy, usher—to help with the family’s finances.

The young Lee enjoyed reading. H. G. Wells, Conan Doyle, and Edgar Rice Burroughs (creator of Tarzan, who swung through the jungle on vines) were early favorites, along with the Hardy Boys mysteries and Tom Swift books, with their adventurous young inventor. As he grew older, Lee’s tastes began to move toward writing with richer textures of language and plots driven by unabashed emotionalism by writers such as Edgar Allan Poe, Edmond Rostand (author of Cyrano de Bergerac), and Charles Dickens. Lee entertained the notion, on and off, of writing the proverbial Great American Novel and tried to pick up freelance writing jobs. However, the story he has told of winning a newspaper’s writing contest three years in a row seems itself to have been a fiction.

Lee also enjoyed going to the movies, especially the adventure films of Errol Flynn. He seems not to have suffered from a lack of confidence as a youth: While a senior at Dewitt Clinton High School in the Bronx, he once climbed a painter’s ladder and painted “Stan Lee is God” on the ceiling (Raphael and Spurgeon 2003, 8). After graduating at age 16½, Lee joined the WPA Federal Theatre Project and briefly considered becoming an actor. He also considered becoming a lawyer after seeing a film titled The Mouthpiece (Lee and Maier 2002, 19). In short, the young Stanley Lieber seems to have been “a susceptible,” subject to any passing enthusiasm, an engine of imagination and energy waiting for the right vehicle to come along.

Comic books as a commercial form were less than a decade old when Lee edged into the business with the help of an uncle, Robby Solomon. The first true comic book with original rather than reprinted newspaper material, New Fun Comics, had appeared in 1935; Superman debuted in 1938 in Action Comics #1 (Raphael and Spurgeon 2003, 12–13). In 1940, Lee was brought into the Timely Publications staff as an all-around gofer for the overworked team—which included artist Jack Kirby—who were producing Captain America and other comic books. The office was a cross between a sweatshop and an assembly line, with artists churning out comics at a per-page rate and freelance writers peddling pulp-derived story ideas to an overweight editor. (A scene that could have come out of one of Lee’s favorites, Dickens.) After his first week on the job, Lee went to the boss and asked for a raise: “I know everything,” he declared. He was assigned to write a “text filler,” a two-page story without illustrations included in comics of the time to allow them to qualify for a cheaper mailing rate. Lee’s filler, “Captain America Foils the Traitor’s Revenge,” was published in May 1941 and is said to feature the first time Captain America used his flying shield ricochet technique (Raphael and Spurgeon 2003, 20).

A labor dispute ended with Joe Simon and Jack Kirby, Timely’s editor and art director, leaving and Lee taking over most editorial duties. Lee served in the army from early in 1942 until 1945, after which he rejoined his old company, which a few years later became known as Atlas Comics. In 1947, he married Joan Boocock and two years later moved to Long Island, to a two-story house with a view of the street, while continuing with Atlas. Mickey Spillane was among the many freelancers who wrote scripts for his comics. Lee also began writing more of the comic scripts himself—romance stories, westerns, science fiction, and more. He was also working independently. In the mid-1950s, for example, he developed Mrs. Lyons’ Cubs, a syndicated comic strip with artist Joe Maneely based on the adventures of some Cub Scouts.

The intensity and drive that Lee had always had—and furthermore declared to the world that he had—was focused on creating stories that would rise above the pulp standard. He wrote very quickly but began to put a lot of himself into his stories, and expected the same of his collaborators. One of Lee’s coworkers from the time, Dave Gantz, quoted Lee describing an action scene: “Take it to its ultimate point. Don’t give me the in-between stuff” (Raphael and Spurgeon 2003, 26).

Lee’s story-writing technique, although it did not originate with Lee or Marvel, came to be known as “the Marvel technique.” The writing was developed by way of a back-and-forth collaboration with the artists. Lee would have a story idea, at times very detailed and at other times perhaps only a hero and a villain he thought should clash, usually limited to what he could write on one side of a sheet of paper. He would talk over his story idea with the artist, who would then draw the pages for the story. The artists who worked most successfully with Lee not only knew the style best suited to a character, but had also internalized the rhythms of a comic book story—how many pages before the action needed to climax, etc.—and so could create an arc with the proper visual rhythm even without having finished dialogue or finalized plot. Once these pages had been created, they were given to Lee, who would write the words for the balloons and descriptions. A third person would then hand-letter the text on the page.

As Lee tells the story, after some 20 years of this work, he was suffering from a common comic writer’s occupational disease: boredom. He told his wife he wanted to quit. She told him as long as he was leaving anyway, he should go ahead with the story ideas he had always wanted to do, stories of characters with the kind of human frailties and foibles that didn’t exist in the world of Superman or other chiseled-jaw superheroes. As he told an interviewer in 1968, “We had been turning out books for about twenty years. Same old type all the time … so I figured, let’s try something a little more offbeat.” Lee wanted to create new heroes, and “the big policy was to avoid the clichés” (White 2007, 4). The first comic to come from this philosophy was The Fantastic Four, created by Lee and Jack Kirby, which debuted in November 1961, not long after the company, reaching back for a name they had used more than a decade earlier, changed its name to Marvel Comics. Lee’s publisher (and cousin by marriage), Martin Goodman, noticed that a new DC comic, the Justice League of America, was a success. In the grand follow-the-leader tradition of commercial publications, Goodman told Lee to create a superhero team comic. The Fantastic Four demonstrate both the artistic ambition and the conservative side of Lee. One of the characters, the Human Torch, was a reimagining of a character that had appeared in the very first Marvel comic, in 1940. The team had powers that came from radiation exposure—a cliché of superhero comics and low-budget science fiction films. The grotesque character the Thing finds the love of a sculptress who is blind, a throwback to even earlier, deeply sentimental books and films, popular conventions from the time of Lee’s youth. Lee and Kirby quickly found that one of the clichés they had avoided was missed by their intended audience: longtime comics fans complained that the team didn’t wear proper superhero attire. Costumes were quickly introduced.

One element of classic comic books that Lee never considered changing was the physical layout of the page. As both the stories and characters moved toward greater complexity, the artists who worked with Lee sometimes chafed at his insistence on keeping to the traditional multipanel page, read left to right, top to bottom as if it were simply text. Some artists wanted to change this, break it into new forms that in their judgment created both a greater dynamic sense and a form-follows-content unity.

Novelist, critic, and comic book author Samuel R. Delany has made a number of observations about the visuals of comic books that illuminate some aspects of this good-natured conflict between Lee and his artists. Delany observes that people do not “read” comic books so much as “look at” them, a more complex process. While a comic book fan will, of course, read the words, he or she will also over time “learn to look at the panels in a certain order, to read the balloons and captions in a certain sequence … just as you learn to hear an opera in a certain way, after you’ve gone to enough of them” (Delany 1994, 91). That is, there is a learned, traditional sequence to a comic book’s story, and an experienced reader will, consciously nor not, watch for milestones along the way. This is the same sequence that allowed Lee and his artists to employ the “Marvel style” collaboration—even without dialogue or a wealth of details, the artists knew approximately when to draw rising action, when to draw the windup and the conclusion (closed or open-ended). Even if the artists should draw something quite different from what he had asked for—as when Steve Ditko surprised Lee by including a brand new character, the Silver Surfer, to act as a visual herald for another entity—Lee could easily incorporate the character into the finished story line. Delany notes that this progression along a known visual track makes up, in part, for the relative lack of “deep plot coherence” in the words. For Lee, anything that might distract from or disrupt this familiar sequence, anything that would force the reader to search around the page to see where the narrative went next, would destroy or at the very least greatly hamper the reader being drawn deeply into the story, which for Lee was the ultimate goal. He never threw out an artist’s work—he was both too respectful and too pressed for time to do this—but he did continue to urge all his artists to stick closely to the traditional format.

If Lee’s ideas about the physical layout of the comic page were conservative, his ideas for changes in the given set of superhero personality traits were revolutionary. In place of the fists-on-hips, true-blue do-gooder who always had an encouraging word for everyone, Lee offered his readers an all-too-human, nearly antiheroic group. While Mister Fantastic’s personality was very close to the cliché of the upright, stiff scientific genius, all four of the team, to various degrees, could be found bickering, sulking, losing their tempers, and—the most strikingly new element, one that may have come directly from Lee’s own interpersonal approach—sarcastically mocking one another and wisecracking their way through fights. These characters were verbal in ways that comic superheroes had never been—their dialogue like a combination of Sam Spade and the Hope-Crosby road pictures. Lee was moving his personality, his verbal fecundity and comic braggadocio, toward the center of his work, taking the stories as parables of the struggle for the victory of good over evil, even while signaling the readers that both he and they knew things were being hammed up, and how comics shouldn’t be taken as deadly serious tales.

The next major character Lee created, the Hulk, was even more of a throwback, a monster modeled on Frankenstein and Mr. Hyde, created when a mild-mannered physicist is exposed to the radiation from a bomb blast. The initial, gray-skinned Hulk series only lasted six issues before the character was put on hiatus. Rather than being a revolutionary who changed comic books overnight, Lee was a cautious evolutionist, slowly feeling his way into a new aesthetic using his experience, his narrative and verbal gifts, a number of artistic collaborators and columns of sales figures as his guides.

Then in 1962, Lee found himself presiding over the death throes of Amazing Fantasy, a comic book he was personally enthusiastic about. It specialized in stories with surprise twists, fantasies for more adult tastes. He had subtitled one incarnation of it “The magazine that respects your intelligence.” Lee has always likened these stories to those of O. Henry’s, but they were also very much in the mainstream of the science fiction stories of the time. The television series The Twilight Zone, for example, which premiered in 1959, specialized in such tales.

Accounts of the inspiration, creation, and writing of the featured story in Amazing Fantasy #15 vary. It seems undeniable that Steve Ditko can justly claim the title of cocreator, perhaps with the help of his roommate at the time, Eric Stanton, an artist who specialized in fetish art. Jack Kirby was tangentially involved as well. This was the comic that featured the debut of Spiderman, in a tale written by Lee and drawn by Ditko, with cover art by Kirby. Lee had previously created memorable characters, including the Fantastic Four, and the Hulk, cocreated with Kirby, which first appeared only three months before Spider-Man, but Spider-Man was new in ways the others had not been. All the new ideas Lee had had, all the elements he had been trying out in the Fantastic Four, achieved something like a perfect resonant harmony in these stories of teenage troubles magnified to the point where everyone could feel them as their troubles, as well.

The origin story had a number of creaky elements—an orphan boy, raised by loving but poor relatives, studious and myopic, mocked by his peers, never fitting in, a sensitive boy who is in part responsible for the death of his beloved uncle—any of which could have come from Dickens or sentimental films. Peter Parker is bitten by a radioactive spider and develops greatly magnified equivalents to the strengths a spider possesses. The dependence on wayward radiation exposure to create characters, good and bad, was a cliché Lee was slow to discard. But Peter Parker was also a teenage hero—flawed, insecure, but a hero nonetheless. Previously teenagers in superhero comics had all been sidekicks. Comics readers took notice. The issue was a big seller, and in March 1963, The Amazing Spider-Man issue #1 appeared. Spider-Man very quickly became Marvel’s biggest seller and Lee’s most endearing character creation.

Stan Lee and Marvel are often credited with “saving” comic books, which had been accused of encouraging juvenile delinquency and at the same time had become increasingly marginalized and irrelevant by the early 1960s. This was in part simply because the stories and characters were formulaic and therefore boring. If it is true that Lee saved comics, it was through the Spider-Man character, the great empathy readers could feel for him and the humor that permeated the comics, that he did so. Marvel characters were fun in ways the staid heroes of such comic book publishers as DC were not, and it seemed that those who created them were feeling as much empathy and having as much fun as were the readers. In addition to the wisecracks Lee wrote for his heroes, he introduced an irreverent, mocking editorial presence into the pages of the comic itself. The credits for Spider-Man # 12, for example, read “Written in the white heat of inspiration by Stan Lee. Drawn in a wild frenzy of enthusiasm by Steve Ditko. Lettered in a comfortable room by Art Simek.” Lee often addressed the readers directly, as here at the end of issue #18 where Peter Parker, worried about his aunt’s safety, has been hiding from villains rather than fighting them: “We told you this tale would be different, didn’t we? So far as we know, it’s the first time in history that an adventure hero had no actual fight with any foe! But … now the respite is over! Next ish will feature Spider-Man fighting as only he can!” (Seldmeier 2004, 255).

Other comic book companies ignored Lee’s innovations at their commercial peril. Comics truly did enter what could reasonably be termed “the Marvel Age,” as the Marvel titles became must-reads not just for children, but for college students and adults as well.

As Marvel Comics grew in popularity, Lee himself became its public face and, again, a character of his own invention. He continued to direct most of the stories, by way of the Marvel-style collaborations, occasionally venturing into controversial territory: in 1971, Lee directed a three-issue story wherein Peter Parker’s best friend Harry Osborne becomes addicted to pills. The Comics Code Authority refused to grant the issues their stamp of approval, but the comics were published, and public outcry led to a loosening of the Authority’s regulations. In 1972, he assumed the position of Marvel’s publisher, and his regular participation in the writing of the comic books came to an end, although he occasionally wrote stories for Marvel and even for DC Comics. To this day he writes a daily syndicated strip of Spider-Man, drawn by his brother Larry.

Lee thrived as a public figure, doing interviews, appearing at comic conventions, and lecturing. In 1981, he moved to California to oversee the expansion of Marvel into other media, including television and films. Lee has been listed as “Executive Producer” and made cameo appearances in films featuring the characters the Hulk, the X-Men, Daredevil, the Fantastic Four, Captain America, Iron Man, Thor, the Avengers, and in the first Spider-Man trilogy.

There is no doubt that readers and movie audiences feel great affection for the inhabitants of the Marvel universe that Lee was instrumental in creating. In the commentary to the DVD release of the first Spider-Man film, one of the producers remarks that when the film was screened for its first audiences, the Marvel logo itself, when it appeared, received an ovation. He is feted everywhere he goes (and clearly enjoys the attention). As Stan Lee forever altered the way we think of comics—and the fallibly human side of heroism itself—his many fans’ gratitude and affection for him seems unlikely ever to fade.

W. C. Bamberger
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LOPEZ, JENNIFER (1969–)

Jennifer Lopez started on the path to fortune and fame as a dancing, acting, and singing “triple-threat” Hollywood entertainer in the early 1990s when she was a backup dancer for New Kids on the Block and Janet Jackson, and a member of the dance troupe the Fly Girls for Seasons 3 and 4 of Keenen Ivory Wayans’s television show In Living Color, where she was choreographed by Rosie Perez (Marquez 2001, 53; Barrera 2002, 411; Deanne, Kenyatta, Lowry, and Sanders 2005, 98). Since those early days of inroads toward mainstream success, Lopez’s brand has changed and streamlined substantially, resulting in a spike in her fan base and wide recognition as an artist and celebrity in the early 2000s, not coincidentally following when she started gaining attention for her fashion choices after she wore an extremely low-cut and also sheer, sea-green, $10,000 Donatella Versace dress, dubbed the “Jungle Dress,” to the 42nd Grammy Awards in 2000, at which Lopez announced the first award of the show (Barrera 2002, 407). The dress was nominated as one of the Most Iconic Red Carpet dresses by The Telegraph, and Lopez was later named Style Icon of the Decade (2000–2010) by US Weekly. Around the same time, Lopez’s personal life was also a subject of public interest due to her celebrity status coupled with that of her various significant others.

Though Lopez credits exposure to Ava Gardner, Rita Hayworth, and Marilyn Monroe as sparking her interest in show business, her role model was Broadway star Rita Moreno, one of the more prominent Latina women to find success in show business prior to Lopez and doing so impressively by winning an Emmy Award, an Academy Award, and a Tony Award over the course of her career (Marquez 2001, 51; Barrera 2002, 411). Since her rise to fame, Lopez has since often been cited as a major influence by other female artists, particularly vocalists.
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Jennifer López, 2007. (Dreamstime.com)

In the mid- to later 1990s, Lopez began getting acting gigs, as opposed to her previous roles that had included a strong dance component due to her professional training in ballet, jazz, and flamenco that she started early in her life, also including some involvement with musical theatre (Duncan 1999, 4; Marquez 2001, 52; Tracy 2008, 3). What exactly was Lopez’s “big break” is up for debate and disputed; however, the ball really started rolling for her toward mainstream Hollywood when she starred in the action movie Money Train (Ruben 1995) opposite Wesley Snipes and Woody Harrelson (Deanne et al. 2005, 100). Though the movie received mixed reviews, Lopez’s performance was largely praised and acknowledged with her first acting award, a National Council of La Raza (NCLR) Bravo award for Outstanding Actress (Marquez 2001, 54). This role got her attention from acclaimed director Francis Ford Coppola, landing her a supporting role in his 1996 film Jack. She also starred in Blood and Wine (Rafelson) opposite Jack Nicholson the same year. Though neither of these films met with the success the producers had hoped for, they gave Lopez good exposure (Deanne et al. 2005, 101). Her status continued gaining momentum when she beat out 2,200 other actors auditioning for the title role in the biographical film Selena (Nava 1997), for which Lopez garnered an American Latino Media Arts (ALMA) Award, a Golden Globe nomination for Best Actress in a Motion Picture Musical or Comedy, and an Imagen Award (Marquez 2001, 56). There was some opposition to Lopez starring in this film, however, from Mexican American activists who thought the role should be played by an actor with an exclusively Mexican background. Lopez’s father is Puerto Rican, and her maternal grandparents were European immigrants who settled in Puerto Rico. The same year, Lopez starred in the hit film Anaconda (Llosa). In 1998, she received her second ALMA Award for Out of Sight (Soderbergh), which also starred George Clooney. At this point she became the highest-paid Latina actress to date, making $2.5 million a film. This accolade came with a hint of irony as allegedly Lopez had been discouraged from pursuing a career in acting because of her heritage (Duncan 1999, 5). Later in 1998, she lent her voice to Eric Darnell and Tim Johnson’s animated feature film Antz (Deanne et al. 2005, 103).

Lopez did not start her singing career officially until 1999, which resulted in her taking a brief break from film until 2000 when the blockbuster The Cell (Singh) was released. Her first album, On the 6, established her reputation as a recording artist, though she did have a small reputation (in comparison to her movie career) as a vocalist prior to this time for roles that involved singing such as that in Selena and other limited work on film soundtracks. On the 6 was certified triple platinum by the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) and received a Soul Train Music Award nomination. The album’s title is the first of many references Lopez features in her music reminiscent of her life growing up in the Castle Hill neighborhood of the Bronx in New York City. References like these allowed her to play on both a persona of “girl next door” as well as her blossoming “sex bomb/femme fatale” image, an exceedingly difficult dichotomy for a female celebrity to juggle and remain credible with for any length of time; indeed, the consequences of this game played poorly can be seen in the media’s slaughtering of Brittany Spears during what appeared to be her very public meltdown (Marquez 2001, 48; Tracy 2008, 5). Lopez has shown other personas throughout her career as well. In the photos accompanying an article about her for Vanity Fair in June 2000, she is portrayed as sophisticated while posing wearing an Oscar de la Renta gown and drinking red wine, while photos directly across the page show her carefree and whimsical while dancing on tables (Barrera 2002, 412). Though this example may just show variations of the above-mentioned dichotomy, the point remains that part of Lopez’s star appeal and quality is her ability to shape-shift. This has proven to be an extreme asset throughout her career, definitely contributing to its longevity. Eventually, Lopez had to abandon most of the “girl next door” image, which only makes sense after a point because of its virginal connotations, which increasingly came in conflict with the public fascination surrounding her string of personal relationships.

Rumor had it that Lopez received her recording contract based on both her looks and the beginnings of her celebrity reputation, which apparently sparked Lopez’s determination to succeed in this domain (Deanne et al. 2005, 104). The constellation of people around her investing in and profiting on her ability to succeed were allegedly concerned that her pursing music would be the beginning of the end and that she was attempting to jump on the bandwagon of rising popularity of Latin-inspired music in the United States, which was proving to be a very successful venture for artists like Ricky Martin (Marquez 2001, 47). Again, somewhat ironically, Lopez is probably best known now as a recording artist as opposed to an actor or dancer. Two singles on her first album, “Waiting for Tonight” and “Let’s Get Loud,” received Grammy nominations for Best Dance Recording, while the first single, “If You Had My Love,” was a number one hit within 12 days of being released (Marquez 2001, 48). The album’s second single, “No Me Ames,” was a duet with Marc Anthony, her future husband and the father of her twins, Maximilian David Muñiz and Emme Maribel.

Lopez’s second album, J. Lo, titled after and popularizing her nickname that shares a name with one of her clothing lines launched in 1998, was #1 on American music charts at the same time that the movie The Wedding Planner (Shankman 2001), which Lopez starred in, was #1 at the domestic box-office (Deanne et al. 2005, 108). This made J. Lo the first person to have a #1 film and album in the same week. J. Lo was certified four times platinum by the RIAA. She also has the honor of releasing the first remix album that debuted at #1, J to tha L-O!, which was released in 2002 at the height of J. Lo fever. This album was also certified as platinum by the RIAA. By comparison, her next releases, This Is Me … Then in 2002 and Rebirth, in 2005, did not do as well, only making it as far as #2. Both albums did, however, also receive platinum certification. At this point, Lopez took a hiatus from music until 2011, when she released the album Love?, which featured her most popular single of all time, “On the Floor.” “On the Floor” was also the most viewed music video of a female artist. Lopez’s sound has been described as oscillating between dance, funk, pop, and R&B. She is recognized as one of the most profitable vocalists of contemporary popular music. Lopez received a World Music Award in 2010, and throughout her career as a vocalist has also received American Music Awards and MTV Video Music Awards. Her videos are known for their dance breaks, thus showcasing the artist’s dance background. Her music videos have played a large role in promoting and publicizing her music (Barrera 2002).

J. Lo’s first high-profile romantic relationship was with Sean “Puff Daddy” Combs, who had worked with Lopez on her first album after they had met on set for the shooting of a music video (Deanne et al. 2005, 103). The pair was at the center of a media frenzy when toward the end of 1999 they were at a nightclub and shots were fired, which resulted in the two being in a chase with police. Upon finally stopping and having the police search the vehicle, Combs was charged with felony gun possession. The couple called off their engagement about a year later (Marquez 2001, 61; Deanne et al. 2005, 109). After the end of her relationship with Combs, J. Lo was briefly married to one of her former backup dancers, Cris Judd. Soon after filing for divorce from Judd, Lopez’s second high-profile relationship began, publicly, with actor Ben Affleck. The two quickly engaged and the media dubbed them “Bennifer,” starting the trend of melding celebrity couple’s first names together. Most of the album This is Me … Then is dedicated to and centered on the power couple’s relationship. One of the most memorable tracks from the album, “Jenny from the Block,” features Affleck in the video and resulted in another media nickname for Lopez. The couple’s relationship coincided with some films that she starred in failing at the box office, the one exception to this being Maid in Manhattan (Wang 2002), which opened at #1. The couple starred in two movies together in 2003, Gigli (Brest) and Jersey Girl (Smith), neither of which did well, likely because the public was getting bored with their relationship’s overexposure. Gigli got the pair a Worst Screen Couple Golden Raspberry Award, or Razzie, and Lopez was recognized as the Worst Actress that year. Despite the large number of films that featured her being mediocre at best, she was still one of the highest-paid actresses, and her career as a vocalist was soaring. Around the same time, Affleck and Lopez called off their wedding (Deanne et al. 2005, 114). Not even a full year later in 2004, she and Marc Anthony, featured on her first album, married (Deanne et al. 2005, 116).

In 2005, Lopez released the album Rebirth and starred in movies Monster-in-Law (Luketic) and An Unfinished Life (Hallström). The 2005 album was considered successful but did not receive the same acclaim as her first two releases. Neither 2005 film revitalized her now flailing reputation as an actor. Shifting gears slightly in 2006, Lopez became the executive producer for a prime-time television show, South Beach, and starred in and produced the films Bordertown (Nava) and El Cantante (Ichaso). Bordertown won an award from Amnesty International. After discovering she was pregnant with twins, Lopez took a break from acting. She returned to the screen in 2010 in The Back-up Plan (Poul), for which she received praise despite the film’s mixed reviews. Later in 2010 it was announced that Lopez would be featured as a judge on prime-time television show American Idol, presumably with the reciprocal intent of using her past successes to continue the trend of A-list judges on the aging show and the show’s popularity to give her impending comeback a kick start. Lopez’s album Love?, the tenth season of American Idol, and a plethora of advertisements featuring her as the spokesperson were inundating media at the beginning of 2011. Later that year, Anthony and Lopez announced their separation.

In 2012, she returned for the 11th season of American Idol, but opted not to return the following year, likely in part because 2012 was the least successful year in the show’s history though her appearance on it was marked by her being the highest-paid reality show judge, earning over $20 million. After leaving the show, Lopez chose to spend time focusing on the acting part of her career after the relative success of her comeback as a musician, which resulted in the recognition of “Comeback of the Year” from Billboard and the Los Angeles Times calling J. Lo’s return the “World’s Greatest Musical Comeback.” She is currently working on the production of a show with the ABC television network called The Fosters. It should be noted that this comeback was limited to an American audience, as Lopez did not need an international career boost. She has remained a hit with global audiences with comparative consistency since the release of her first album. Later in 2012, What to Expect When You’re Expecting (Jones), featuring Lopez, hit the theatres; the film was a financial success but not popular with critics. Also in 2012, Lopez served as a voice artist for the animated film Ice Age: Continental Drift (Martino and Thurmeier), the fourth of the Ice Age series. This movie grossed $46 million in its opening weekend, making it Lopez’s highest opening weekend number.

Lopez really became an A-list celebrity around 2000, due in part to her choices in fashion and romantic partners. Her first public image was crafted as a teen idol, though she was in her late twenties, as her music was mostly being purchased and promoted by younger audiences. Between 2000 and 2005, she won five Nickelodeon Kids’ Choice Awards (KCAs) as well as six Teen Choice Awards between 1999 and 2003. Seemingly overnight, however, Lopez’s image morphed into that of a sex symbol as what she was wearing at public appearances and in music videos drew attention to her curves, sparking sensational media coverage and discussion of her derrière, which was in the early 2000s its own celebrity entity. She was largely reduced to a single body part to represent her as a whole, undeniably a gross objectification. The relatively long media focus on Lopez’s assets is notable, as in her industry women wearing revealing clothing to showcase their exceptional-by-mainstream-standards-bodies is far from unusual. Her dance training and personal trainers can be credited for her enviable physique that in some ways, because of the values of Hollywood and celebrity culture, is directly correlated to her success and popularity (Marquez 2001, 52). When Lopez first told her manager that she wanted to transition from dancing to acting, he advised her to lose weight; though she was not in “bad” shape before, she has been in “great” shape ever since, thanks to an hour and half of exercise a day and a controlled diet (Barrera 2002, 413).

Discussion of her hindquarters in public venues had been taking place since the beginning of her career; however, in the early 2000s, it hit a fever pitch because of her all-around popularity. Scholar Magdalena Barrera posits that Lopez’s backside was in part so noteworthy because of her ethnic background. Making it to the top in segments of the entertainment industry that are dominated by Caucasian women is commendable and noteworthy. Thus the hypersexualized discussion of Lopez’s backside can be seen as a kind of code to talk about her minority status; because, as Barrera also noted, these discussions did not happen directly in dominant media sources, Lopez’s ethnic background was mentioned offhandedly. At first, she openly discussed her rear end in interviews, but eventually she got bored by every interviewer wanting to talk about it with her (Barrera 2002, 414). This was probably partially in fear that if talk of her backside resulted in overexposure, it would negatively affect her career.

In Lopez’s films she has portrayed characters from a myriad of backgrounds, but via her rear end she was fetishized and racialized when playing herself as a celebrity (Barrera 2002, 408). When Lopez was asked how the fascination with her body compares to exhibitions of women’s bodies in the past, associated with cruel conditions, she was disgusted and angry that the comparison had been made. Her bottom is also credited with changing, expanding, or at least shifting the most desirable body type for women, and for various reasons, her fans are disappointed when she appears to be losing weight (Marquez 2001, 58). Earlier in the 1990s, supermodels like Kate Moss posing in Calvin Klein underwear advertisements popularized an extremely skinny physique that Lopez’s figure challenged and destabilized (Barrera 2002, 414).

Latina entertainers whose popularity peaked prior to Lopez’s were often typecast in roles laden with stereotypes of Latin women. For example, when Rosie Perez appeared in Hollywood films, her characters were crude, loud, and overbearing (Barrera 2002, 411). Earlier in her career, Lopez was often playing roles like these on television (Deanne et al. 2005, 99). Being reduced to these kinds of limiting portrayals was allegedly one of the reasons she was originally discouraged from pursuing a career in show business. Through her immense popularity and success, Lopez can be credited in part with breaking this mold and widening the realm of possibilities for Latina entertainers that will follow.

Mary Shearman
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LUCAS, GEORGE (1944–)

It is a rare feat in Hollywood for a film to be considered both a critical and commercial success, as the inclusion in one category usually excludes it from the other. Films that receive critical praise and are lauded as cinematic masterpieces are often overlooked by the general public. Conversely, films that perform well at the box office are commonly conceived to dazzle audiences with spectacle or star power rather than substance. But of the comparatively few films that have managed to be both spectacularly successful financially and also critically respected, few if any have cast a shadow over popular culture as long that of George Lucas’s Star Wars (1977), which has resulted in making Lucas one of the most influential filmmakers of all time.

Born into a middle-class family in Modesto, California, on May 14, 1944, George Walton Lucas Jr. grew up during the golden age of television when cartoons and serialized television programs dominated the airwaves for children. His early exposure to television would have a profound impact on his contribution to the film industry, as would the love of cars he would develop as a teenager. Originally interested in photography, Lucas’s passion quickly evolved into filmmaking, and he would spend much of the 1960s enrolled in the undergraduate and graduate film programs at the University of Southern California (USC). There he wrote, produced, and directed THX 1138 (1971) a highly acclaimed student film that would eventually help launch his career as a filmmaker.
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George Lucas, 1974. (AP Photo)

Lucas’s first major studio picture was American Graffiti (1973). Made on a shoestring budget, the film told the story of life in the early 1960s and the culture that emerged around teenagers and their cars. Thought by the studio to be a dud, American Graffiti ended up being one of the most profitable films of the year and garnered a total of five Academy Award nominations and a Golden Globe Award for Best Musical or Comedy Motion Picture. This success allowed Lucas to develop a project that he had been imagining for years; a space opera in the vein of Buck Rogers and Flash Gordon. In 1977, Lucas’s film Star Wars was released and changed the motion picture industry forever.

It almost goes without saying, but George Lucas is often credited as singularly ushering the film industry into a new era of cinematic wonder through his achievements in the field of special effects. As filmmaker Peter Jackson notes, “If you were to take Star Wars away, out of film history for a moment, and therefore all the technology that was generated by Star Wars, you would just be seeing a whole different landscape of entertainment over the last thirty years” (Rinzler 2007, vii). Quite an astonishing feat, given that Lucas hasn’t abandoned his jeans-and-flannel-shirt uniform in over three decades and still considers himself an independent filmmaker. His groundbreaking company, Industrial Light and Magic (ILM), has become known worldwide as the leader in special effects and was formed by Lucas with the intention of making the most realistic science fiction films possible. Using production capital from Star Wars and Lucas’s personal finances to get the company running, ILM broke barriers in terms of technology and visual effects, which subsequently helped break box-office records at the theaters. Lucas’s desire to achieve realistic effects and his unwillingness to settle for less than perfection caused problems at his fledgling company with some on his staff, but also spurred advancements that would go on to make films like Terminator 2 (Cameron 1991), Jurassic Park (Spielberg 1993), and Forrest Gump (Zemeckis 1994) possible, as well as popular series like Harry Potter and Pirates of the Caribbean. But despite the acclaim heaped on ILM and the prestige for Lucas personally, he was still unsatisfied with the effects for most of his original Star Wars trilogy, resulting in a 16-year delay until the prequels would be made, at a time when he felt technology had advanced enough to produce the story that was in his head. He began work on his prequel trilogy after seeing the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park (1993) and realizing that ILM had finally reached the point where he could tell his stories the way he wanted. Lucas himself states, “I was waiting until the technology was there for me to be able to tell the story the way I had originally envisioned it” (Thompson 1999, 70).

Because of Lucas’s vision and dedication to advancing the visual effects capabilities and standards in the film industry, Star Wars gave many now prominent and legendary effects artists their first big breaks working on a major motion picture. Due largely to the limited budget and time ILM had to produce the special effects for Star Wars, experienced effects artists were leery of joining the fledgling company when it was founded in the mid-1970s. Lucas himself observed, “A lot of the people who were qualified [for special effects work] didn’t want to have anything to do with [Star Wars]” (Rinzler 2007, 51). Lucas would remedy this by training his own group of elite special effects artists. As he says, “One of the things Lucasfilm does ultimately is mentor a lot of young people and move them into the film business in all aspects” (Rinzler 2007, 248).

What emerged from the inaugural ILM crew was a collection of the most influential effects artists ever gathered together. Since Lucas envisioned creating effects that had never been seen before, he reasoned that he would need an eclectic group to help mold his vision into a reality. College students, artists, and engineers were among the first to work for the company that would quickly become known as the leader in special effects around the world. Included in that pioneering group would be sound designer Ben Burtt and optical effects cameraman Richard Edlund, both of whom were recruited straight out of college, as well as John Dykstra, who would develop the Dykstraflex motion-controlled camera at the upstart company and revolutionize how special effects were filmed. Joe Johnson, who would go on to direct blockbuster films like Jurassic Park III (2001) and Captain America: The First Avenger (2011), functioned as one of ILM’s first miniature effects designers; and Rick Baker, one of the more veteran members of the crew, created many of the creatures that made the original Star Wars film so captivating. Dennis Muren was brought on to shoot starfields and planets for the space scenes, and would go on to become the first visual effects artist to receive a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. Muren’s assistant on Star Wars, Ken Ralston, who had spent years working on television commercials, eventually became visual effects supervisor for such classic science fiction films as Star Trek II-IV and the Back to the Future trilogy. Stop-motion animator Phil Tippett would become famous for his work evolving stop-motion animation into the computer-generated animation that would eventually bring the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park to life. It should also be noted that each of these individuals would eventually become Academy Award winners, almost all of them multiple times over. All of this is truly amazing, considering, as Edlund notes, “we were not known people” within the film industry at the time (Rinzler 2007, 51).

Without Lucas, it’s possible that these pioneers and innovators, who have, as a group, advanced film technology more than any other collection of artists, might never have had an opportunity to make their mark on the world. Even today ILM continues to employ some of the world’s most innovative and creative special effects artists, including Adobe Photoshop cocreator John Knoll, whom Lucas hired to serve as visual effects supervisor on the Star Wars prequels after seeing Knoll’s work as a computer graphics designer on James Cameron’s groundbreaking effects film The Abyss (1989). Lucas also brought Matthew Wood to ILM, who became the supervising sound editor on the Star Wars prequels and protégé of editing icon Ben Burtt. When Lucas was asked about how he manages to find the best and brightest for his companies, he responded simply, “Well, I just get a feeling about people” (Rinzler 2010, 54).

Obviously with so much technological advancement in the area of special effects, it wouldn’t be long before a revolution took place regarding the types of films being made. Star Wars proved that there was an interest in science fiction and fantasy films, and with technology finally allowing filmmakers to bring their visions to life, a new era of films began inundating theaters. Lucas wrote the original Star Wars films because of his love of old serials like Flash Gordon, never anticipating or intending to change the film industry so dramatically. His goal was simply to tell a story. Despite its popularity, Star Wars was considered a significant financial risk when Lucas shopped it around in the mid-1970s. Anne Thompson noted, “Sci-fi pictures weren’t proven moneymakers at the time, and two studios in town had passed on [Star Wars]” (1999, 68). When the original film became a worldwide phenomenon, many studios took notice and quickly tried to copy Lucas’s formula for success. In 1978, ABC and Universal began production on a television series that looked to capitalize on the profitability of Star Wars called Battlestar Galactica, which featured effects similar to those in Lucas’s film. Some movie studios also tried to capitalize on Star Wars’ success, with features like Disney’s The Black Hole (1979), Roger Corman’s Battle Beyond the Stars (1980), and the Italian film Starcrash (1979).

In order to preserve the integrity of his film and ensure that any sequels would not devolve into the cheaply produced science fiction films that emerged in Star Wars’ wake, Lucas took steps to preserve his franchise. In exchange for ownership of his franchise, he famously cut his directing fee for Star Wars by $500,000 in a deal with Fox to secure merchandising and sequel rights to Star Wars. This, Lucas insists, was done to help promote his small science fiction film by selling t-shirts and posters and to ensure that, regardless of how well Star Wars did in theaters, he would own the rights to his creation and be able to complete the trilogy “no matter how badly the film did” (Thompson 1999, 72). As a result, he financed the subsequent sequels and prequels out of his own pocket, and they were completely devoid of studio interference or notes, which is what Lucas believes is necessary for artful filmmaking to occur (whether that did occur is, of course, the subject of much debate). He explained that on the prequels, “I didn’t have anybody [from a studio] breathing down my neck, trying to second-guess what I was doing” (Thompson 1999, 72).

Amazingly, the popularity of Lucas’s galaxy far, far away continued to grow over time. After almost two decades of delay, Star Wars: Episode I—The Phantom Menace (1999) was hailed as (and is arguably to this day) “the most anticipated movie in history” (Coker 1999, 87). Always on the cutting edge, Lucas continued to pioneer new technology that has since become the standard in the modern landscape of motion pictures. He was among the first to use digital cameras (instead of traditional celluloid cameras) to film portions of The Phantom Menace. Among other advantages, he is quoted as saying, “it’s much easier to [adjust] colors in portions of a shot in a digital print than it is with a chemical print. Chemical prints are so inexact, it’s like working in the dark ages” (Daly 1999, 41). Three years later, Star Wars: Episode II—Attack of the Clones (2002) would be one of the first major motion pictures to be shot entirely digitally. Lucas is also responsible (perhaps indirectly) for the emergence and development of computer-animated films like Toy Story (Lasseter 1995) and WALL-E (Stanton 2008) after founding the Graphics Group at Lucasfilm in 1979, which would later change its name and become better known as Pixar. Though it would change hands several times (Steve Jobs bought the company in 1986 and sold it to Disney in 2006), the original ideas and techniques used to bring computer-generated characters to life were spawned at Lucas’s company. In a move highlighting Lucas’s continuing presence in the film industry and a return to his visual effects roots, ILM released its first computer-animated feature film in 2011, Rango (Verbinski).

With this in mind, author Peter Krämer suggests that Lucas’s biggest influence on the film industry was a return to family films that appealed to multiple generations of viewers simultaneously. Krämer notes that in late 1977, movie theaters around the country “were switching from sex and violence to family fare” (2004, 366). Featuring characters that would resonate with different audience members, Lucas appealed to older audiences with the fatherly Obi-Wan (Alec Guinness) and the positive moral messages the film espoused, and younger viewers could relate to the budding heroes who were not significantly older than they were—Luke Skywalker (Mark Hamill) appealed to adventurous boys, and Princess Leia (Carrie Fisher) appealed to girls who previously saw only damsels in distress and may never have been exposed to a strong, independent princess before. Lucas had showed that family films enjoyed by everyone could be highly profitable and good entertainment. Krämer suggests that some of the family-friendly series that followed as a result of Lucas’s films include the Indiana Jones films (which Lucas cowrote), E. T. (1982), the Ghostbusters films, Robert Zemeckis’s Back to the Future trilogy, all the way forward to the Harry Potter series. Krämer concludes by observing, “We can say that Star Wars and much of the subsequent popular entertainment is indeed aimed at the kid in everybody and at actual kids” (1999, 367).

With new genres and types of stories becoming popular at the movies again, Lucas also had a significant impact on other filmmakers who would draw inspiration from his style of storytelling. Celebrated and award-winning directors like Peter Jackson (The Lord of the Rings), David Fincher (Fight Club, The Social Network), Robert Rodriguez (Desperado, Sin City), Darren Aronofsky (Black Swan), and Christopher Nolan (The Dark Knight, Inception) have all acknowledged the impact Lucas has had on their careers. Ridley Scott has stated that after seeing Star Wars his interest in filmmaking shifted away from historical and dramatic pieces and he began to actively look for science fiction projects. This, he says, is what ultimately drove him to begin discussion with “a producer who was involved with a script called Alien [1979]” (Rinzler 2010, vi). Lucas has worked to help the next generation of filmmakers achieve their dreams as well. In 1980, the premiere of The Empire Strikes Back at the Northpoint in San Francisco benefitted the University of California at Berkeley’s Pacific Film Archive, and in 2006, Lucas presented USC’s School of Cinematic Arts with a $175 million donation, which established a $100 million endowment for the school as well as provided $75 million for a new building, the George Lucas Instructional Building.

Although Lucas’s impact on the film industry in particular has been revolutionary, his impact on larger global culture may be even bigger. His far-reaching influence on popular culture is beyond questioning, and it would take much longer than the space available here to explore all the facets of society he’s affected. But needless to say, anyone who has wound their hair into a bun or tried to imitate Chewbacca’s growl knows the totality of Lucas’s impact. His cast became instant celebrities, some becoming iconic film stars (like Harrison Ford), others forever associated with their character (such as Mark Hamill). Even supporting actors have found celebrity and renown, despite being encumbered by costumes and prosthetics that hid their faces. For example, Kenny Baker, the actor who was inside of R2-D2, was mentioned in a 2010 episode of the comedy series Psych, and Peter Mayhew (Chewbacca) was animated as a claymation caricature of himself for a 1998 episode of MTV’s Celebrity Death Match. And in an occurrence almost unheard of previously, Lucas made stars not only of his actors, but of his special effects artists as well. Production crew member Richard Edlund noted on his newfound fame after working on Star Wars, “We were deities to a lot of people” (Rinzler 2010, 64).

If Lucas’s cast and crew became well-known figures around the world, then it’s fair to say that the characters they brought to life have become legendary. If imitation is indeed the sincerest form of flattery, then we can certainly see the esteem that producers of film and television have for Lucas and his creations. His work has been referenced in a myriad of different films and television shows, including Back to the Future (Zemeckis 1985), Tommy Boy (Segal 1995), and every one of Kevin Smith’s films, as well as being referenced year after year on popular television shows such as Saturday Night Live, The Simpsons, 30 Rock, Lost, and Friends, to name only a few. Lucas’s work has even been directly parodied a number of times over the years, most famously in the Mel Brooks’s film Spaceballs (1987), the short film George Lucas in Love (1999), as well as more recently in Star Wars–themed episodes of Family Guy and Robot Chicken. His work has also become the source of numerous fan films and Internet series, including Troops, Pink Five, and Chad Vader. The inclusion of Lucas’s material across these varied media outlets highlights the universal appeal and cultural awareness of the stories Lucas tells.

Today, Lucas’s empire covers every possible media format, from a small library of supplemental books to an animated television series (Star Wars: The Clone Wars), and his characters continue to appear on every kind of memorabilia imaginable. In an effort to catalog the growing collections of Star Wars–related merchandise, several books have been published specifically listing and assigning value to everything from action figures to Pez dispensers. Lucas has managed to archive most of the licensed Star Wars memorabilia and admits that his “two favorite Star Wars toys are an R2-D2 cookie jar and a Wookiee mug” (Thompson 68).

But for all the knick-knacks that have come with Happy Meals and in cereal boxes over the years, Lucas’s biggest impact may be something far beyond the tangible. With its unprecedented popularity and worldwide recognition, it seems that Lucas’s creation has taken on a self-perpetuating life of its own in the form of a legitimized Jedi religion. First described in Star Wars, The Force has, arguably, generated the first religious belief system spawned from a film. As evidence of this, 390,000 citizens in England and Wales identified themselves as Jedi when completing the religious affiliation portion of their national census in 2001. And the United Kingdom was not alone in this trend. Also in 2001, Canada’s census revealed that 21,000 citizens considered themselves Jedi, Australia had a Jedi population of 70,000, and New Zealand’s census revealed that 1.5 percent of the entire country reported their religion as Jedi (53,000 people in total). In some cases, the numbers of reported Jedi outnumber the percentages of citizens who adhere to traditional religious belief systems such as Judaism, Hinduism, and Buddhism. While it should be noted that this trend was started in an effort to get Jedi included as a recognized legal religion on each country’s census, many of the respondents have confirmed that they genuinely hold the Jedi’s monastic belief system as a paradigm for social and moral behavior. Even Lucas’s friend and fellow filmmaker Francis Ford Coppola proposed that Lucas “start a religion, using the murkily defined tenets of ‘the Force’ as a central holy text” (Daly 32). While Lucas dismisses the idea, he does understand that the Star Wars films resonate on a spiritual level due to the fact that “the struggle between good and evil within us has been around since the beginning of time. All mythology and religions address it, and it’s the most intimate struggle that we cope with” (Thompson 1999, 68).

It speaks to the power of Lucas’s creativity and the universality of the messages his films promote that people on opposite ends of the globe, despite cultural, political, and economic differences, can all relate to the straightforward and uncorrupted themes interwoven throughout his films. And those themes resonate with Lucas on a personal level. In an age when many films are produced with the specific goal of outperforming the competition, and special effects films have become heavy on explosions and light on plot, Lucas remains a storyteller first and foremost. In this, it can only be hoped that his influence on future filmmakers and studios will continue to reverberate—that the quality of a film is paramount to its bottom line. While Lucas will certainly be remembered as a creative force in the entertainment industry, his more lasting legacy may turn out to be his love of film and his dedication to the art form. Lucas himself would agree, saying, “A special effect without a story is a pretty boring thing” (Rinzler 2010, 252).

Kristin M. Barton
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Introduction

100 Entertainers Who Changed America. The title alone is fabulously intriguing and evocative and the kind of thing likely to fuel endless debate about the choices contained herein, and that’s just what a collection encompassing this topic should do. Indeed, in glancing over the table of contents, it’s easy to see how people might be just as excited to talk about who isn’t in here that they think should be as they are about those who actually made the cut. But who you are a fan of and who should be in these texts are not necessarily the same thing. There’s more to consider than the level of one’s popularity when assembling a collection of this nature. In fact, the biggest pitfall is the chance of confusing popularity with influence, and if you’re talking about actually changing American entertainment, influence is often overlooked even though it typically has far more importance than popularity, although the two are certainly not always mutually exclusive. By favoring the popular when deciding whom to include, one would run the risk of producing a fairly straightforward and predictable set of books, which defeats the purpose of this collection. So while there are surely some figures who would make it onto a list of the most popular American entertainers, by considering influence as the most important factor for inclusion in these volumes the resultant collection is more pleasingly motley, surprising, and contentiously engaging, which is why influence was of the utmost importance in determining just who to consider for 100 Entertainers Who Changed America. So in these pages you’ll find obvious choices such as Jerry Seinfeld, Walt Disney, Oprah Winfrey, and Ellen DeGeneres alongside less expected folks, including the likes of Shigeru Miyamoto, Agnes Nixon, and Simon Fuller, all of whom are profoundly influential, even though they aren’t necessarily household names, especially for folks under a certain age.

And even with this method of discernment in place, there’s a greater unexpected question the title raises: What, exactly, does “entertainment” entail, anyway? Of course, film, television, and recording stars will come into play, but what about athletes? Or novelists? Poets? Gossip columnists? A chef? And what about the people behind the scenes, who most people never even think about, but whose decisions often profoundly affect what the general public sees, hears, and reads? It’s incredibly hard to argue against the idea that all spheres of American life, including politics and even religion, have converged toward being entertainment, so by necessity the parameters for inclusion were expanded beyond film, TV, and popular music, the more traditional pillars of American entertainment, so as to create a more diverse list of entries.

Accordingly, alongside expected and deserving entries on people like Alfred Hitchcock, Roseanne Barr, Lucille Ball, and Bob Dylan are figures such as Amelia Earhart, who in addition to being a famous pilot was also among the first pop culture figures to use her celebrity to help promote a political agenda, which helped to change the nature of what entertainers could do from a social standpoint; Julia Child, who is perhaps contemporarily best remembered because of her oftimitated high-pitched voice, but whose television show brought foreign cuisine into American kitchens and surely paved the way for the endless parade of cooking shows that now permeate the airwaves; Lew Wasserman, whose behind the scenes deal-making changed the way movies and TV shows are packaged and sold; Michael Eisner, whose reign at Disney created the template company toward which all other media conglomerates now aspire; the so-called “gossipmongers,” Walter Winchell, Louella Parsons, and Hedda Hopper, the long-time writers of influential syndicated columns that are surely the progenitors of today’s ubiquitous tabloid culture; the Velvet Underground, about whose debut album it’s been said that only 15,000 copies were sold but that everyone who bought it started a band; likewise, the Grateful Dead, whose innovative way of marketing themselves, selling tickets, and allowing fans to trade bootlegs of their concerts created a community unto itself; and then there’s Jackie Robinson, whose breaking of Major League Baseball’s so-called “color line” not only changed American sports forever, but changed American society as well. Now that’s influence.

And while the above figures, and many other equally seemingly eclectic choices, made the final grade, their inclusion doesn’t mean that there’s an exact answer to the question of what, exactly, “entertainment” entails. I don’t pretend to have a definite formula, but the fact of the matter is that neither does anyone else in the world; after all, it’s not math—there’s no right or wrong here. But in assembling this collection, a variety of things have been taken into consideration, including both the longevity and breadth of one’s influence across popular culture, almost every component of which now falls loosely under the rubric of “entertainment.” Ultimately, it’s my hope that my valuing influence as a key component in deciding who to include in these volumes has resulted in an iconoclastic, entertaining, and thought-provoking list of entries, and that’s exactly as it should be.


M

MADONNA (1958–)

As one of the most recognizable names in not just music, but also the world of entertainment, Madonna has become the epitome of a cultural icon. Generating controversy and celebrity for decades, this one-named wonder has probed and prodded at previously established social norms, questioning traditional constructions of gender and religion. Along the way, she has also created some of the most memorable music, videos, and fashion that the world of entertainment has ever seen.

Born in Bay City, Michigan, on August 16, 1958, Madonna Louise Veronica Ciccone was the third of six children. Her father, Silvio “Tony” Ciccone, was the son of Italian immigrants and the first in his family to go to college, earning an engineering degree, while her mother, Madonna Fortin, of French-Canadian descent, worked as an X-ray technician. When Madonna was five, breast cancer claimed the life of her mother, a trauma that had an enormous impact on the young Madonna, including her rocky subsequent relationship with her stepmother, the family’s former housekeeper, Joan Gustafson.

In high school, Madonna was already displaying the kind of ambition and accomplishment that would later make her the most famous woman in music. A cheerleader, straight-A student, and dedicated dancer, she was able to graduate a semester before her friends, earning a full-ride scholarship to the University of Michigan to attend their dance program. Once at college, her talents earned her a coveted six-week scholarship to study with the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater in New York, which then led to a rare and valuable chance to work with famous choreographer Pearl Lang. At Lang’s urging, Madonna dropped out of college after two years to focus on dance, moving to New York permanently in 1978 (Cross 2007, 1–14).

Once in the Big Apple, Madonna subsisted on a variety of odd jobs, from modeling for art students to waitressing at the Russian Tea Room to dancing with several minor modern dance companies. In 1979, Madonna joined the disco-based dance company the Patrick Hernandez Revue, which already had a hit in “Born to Be Alive.” Traveling with the group to Paris, she met Dan Gilroy, a musician who would soon become her boyfriend; together, the couple formed the New Wave group the Breakfast Club, with Madonna initially playing the drums and later switching to lead vocals. Returning to New York in 1980, Madonna left both the band and Gilroy, forming a new group, Emmy, with former flame Stephen Bray. Soon, Madonna’s dreams of dance would be sublimated into the reality of a pop star career.

[image: image]

Madonna, 2004. (Shutterstock)

After Bray and Madonna broke up, the budding pop star went solo, hiring manager Camille Barbone and producing the demo that would snag the ear of New York-based producer and DJ Mark Kamins. Impressed with her sound, Kamins sent her to Sire Records, which became Madonna’s home label for the next 14 years. Famously auditioning for label head Seymour Stein in his hospital room, Madonna sang “with all her heart,” according to Stein, who signed her to the label (rockhall.com). After releasing her single “Everybody” (written by ex-lover Bray), an R&B-inflected song that made it to the dance charts, Madonna convinced Sire to produce a full-length album.

Madonna, released in 1983, landed the singer squarely in the midst of pop success, despite its slow and steady ascent. Sonically, the album had a disco-pop quality, emphasizing the synthetic sounds of a Moog bass, Oberheim OB-X synthesizer, and Linn drum machine (Rooksby 2004, 11). Initially produced by Warner Bros.’ Reggie Lucas, Madonna was dissatisfied with his results, instead enlisting then-boyfriend John “Jellybean” Benitez to polish the tracks. The album spurred huge pop hits—“Borderline,” “Lucky Star,” and “Holiday,” most notably—that embodied the sleek pop sheen that brought her music to the mainstream through its danceable catchy beats and hooks. The lyrics of the songs were still within the prototypical “girl” genre—laments about love, desires for relationships, and the ideal of finding that perfect man—and were sung with Madonna’s upbeat, girlish timbre that resembled other female pop stars of the time, including Paula Abdul and Debbie Gibson.

Madonna’s follow-up album, Like a Virgin (1985), stayed within the same musical vein as her previous work, but garnered even more popular success. Produced by Nile Rodgers, famed for his work with David Bowie, the tracks relied heavily on the dance-pop and New Wave sound and songwriting chops of Madonna’s ex Steven Bray, who wrote much of the material for the album. Percussion driven, with synths and drums taking center stage, the music staked its dance-rock claim, with a sharper sound than the earlier album. Much like Madonna, however, this album generated massive pop hits, including the title song “Like a Virgin” (#1 on the Billboard 100 for six consecutive weeks), “Material Girl,” and “Into the Groove,” and became the singer’s first #1 album, making her the first female artist to be certified for sales of 500,000 albums in the United States. Since then, it has sold over 21 million copies and has become one of the best-selling albums of all time.

After her 1985 North American Virgin tour, with opening act the Beastie Boys, Madonna released her third studio album, True Blue, inspired by and dedicated to her husband at the time, actor Sean Penn. As her second consecutive #1 album, True Blue generated three #1 singles, “Live to Tell,” “Open Your Heart,” and “Papa Don’t Preach,” and two top five singles, “La Isla Bonita” and “True Blue.” Lyrically, the songs remained in the traditional girl confessional tone, espousing Madonna’s desires, visions of love, and disappointments, with the title itself a nod to the singer’s feelings and commitment toward her new husband. Musically, however, the album introduced various new sounds, suggesting a richer and fuller timbre and pitch. Instrumentation in the form of acoustic, electric, and rhythm guitar, and even string arrangements punctuated the new music, in addition to flourishes of Cuban and Spanish sounds, as well as traditional doo-wop chord progressions and background vocals (Rooksby 2004, 23–26). With its 82 weeks on the Billboard charts, True Blue cemented Madonna’s place as the most popular female musical star of the 1980s, shining alongside male pop icons like Prince and Michael Jackson.

Three years after True Blue, a Who’s That Girl tour, which supported the album of the same name, and a messy divorce from Penn (who allegedly had a drinking problem and was prone to abusive behavior), Madonna released her fourth studio album, Like a Prayer. Generally acknowledged as her most introspective work, the songs struck a confessional tone and spoke to the singer’s relationship with her family. Dedicated, in fact, to Madonna’s deceased mother, the lyrics invoked her struggle both with her faith and with the void left by her mother’s absence. While cowritten and produced by pop star Prince (along with veteran Bray and Patrick Leonard), sonically the album was even more of a departure from Madonna’s previous work. With echoes of ’60s and ’70s pop rock, and an infusion of ’80s pop synth, reviewers such as Rolling Stone’s J. D. Considine hailed the work as “close to art as pop music gets” (1989). Despite some of the controversial content, the album produced five more Top 20 hits: “Like a Prayer” (#1), “Express Yourself” (#2), “Cherish” (#2), “Keep It Together” (#8) and “Oh Father” (#20). Finally, Madonna had achieved not only the commercial success and fame that she had been working for, but also the acclaim of the critics, who validated the entertainer’s songwriting and singing skills.

The new decade brought a new album, 1990’s I’m Breathless, inspired by Madonna’s role in the movie Dick Tracy. As an accompaniment to the movie, the music primarily drew from the Broadway musical, big band, and swing sounds of the 1940s, though a contemporary pop sound permeated a number of the tunes. Despite the mainly tepid reviews of the album, two singles emerged from the soundtrack, including “Hanky Panky” and the massively popular “Vogue.” Credited with bringing house music into the mainstream, “Vogue” was a dance-pop, house-heavy, disco-influenced nugget of music gold; with mainly spoken lyrics, the single is not only Madonna’s best-selling single (with over six million sold), but it also inspired a dance craze with its video portrayal of “vogueing.” And with the support of her Blond Ambition tour, the album went gold, platinum, and, eventually, double platinum. Following closely that same year, Sire Records released Madonna’s first compilation album, The Immaculate Collection, which, in addition to having 15 of her hit singles from 1982 to 1990, also included two new singles, “Justify My Love” and “Rescue Me.” Both the new songs were Billboard hits, with “Rescue Me” being the highest-debuting single from a female artist at the time.

Since the early nineties, Madonna has continued to put out albums consistently, though none with the same critical success or cultural influence of her previous works. Erotica (1992), Bedtime Stories (1994), Ray of Light (1998), Music (2000), American Life (2003), Confessions on a Dance Floor (2005), Hard Candy (2008), and MDNA (2012) progressed from Madonna’s archetypal pop sound to a more electronic-based music, with trip hop, drum and bass, techno and hip-hop imbuing the tracks. More than just an evolution of sound, Madonna has proven herself to be a chameleon in the music industry, transforming her music, and her brand, with each new decade.

But her music alone cannot tell the full story of Madonna’s colossal success and influence. Integral to the formation of her accomplishments, and her impact on popular culture, comes from her entrée into the world of movies. Her first major role came in 1985’s Desperately Seeking Susan (Seidelman) as the titular Susan, a personals ad seeker and the object of curiosity of a suburban housewife played by Roseanna Arquette. The film was a commercial success, garnering over $27 million, and Madonna’s acting received positive reviews, reinforcing her emerging dominance in the entertainment world. Riding the encouraging acting assessments, Madonna went on to perform in a series of flops: 1986’s Shanghai Surprise (Goddard), costarring then-husband Sean Penn; Who’s That Girl (Foley 1987), a romantic comedy that coincided with her tour of the same name; and Bloodhounds of Broadway (Brookner 1989), which boasted a star-studded cast including Jennifer Grey, Matt Dillon, and Steve Buscemi.

But 1990’s Dick Tracy, starring, directed, and produced by then-boyfriend Warren Beatty, offered Madonna a way back into American moviegoers’ hearts. Playing a character similar to her real-life persona, she portrayed Breathless Mahoney, a sultry, seductive singer, who performs two of the songs in the film, “More” and “What Can You Lose?” In what was becoming characteristic of the entertainer, Madonna interwove her commercial ventures, using clips from the film in her Blond Ambition tour and inspiration from the movie to create her studio album I’m Breathless. Two years later, she scored again with her comic turn as “All the Way” Mae in Penny Marshall’s hit A League of Their Own (1992). Playing off of her already-sexualized persona, Madonna poked fun at her reputation, with Mae trading taxi dancing for baseball, causing priests to fumble their Bible with her salacious confessions, and teaching fellow baseball players to read using smutty books. Her performance was extremely well-received, as was the film itself, fortifying Madonna’s crossover appeal in films and her designation as the epitome of a modern pinup girl.

The succeeding years saw Madonna in a string of mediocre movie roles, including 1993’s Body of Evidence (Edel) and Dangerous Games (Ferrara), as well as minor appearances as a singing telegram girl in Blue in the Face (Auster and Wang 1995), a witch in Four Rooms (Anders, Rockwell, Rodriguez, and Tarantino 1995), and a sex phone company owner in Spike Lee’s Girl 6 (1996). But her most memorable and critically acclaimed role was still to come. For nearly 10 years, Madonna had been lobbying for the role of Eva Perón in the big-screen adaptation of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Evita. After hand-writing a four-page letter to the director, Alan Parker, Madonna won the role, even taking voice lessons to expand her range for the musical (Taraborrelli 2002, 275–85). Her performance in the 1996 film was masterful, earning her not only a Golden Globe for her acting but an Oscar for Best Song; in addition, “Don’t Cry for Me Argentina” and “You Must Love Me” were both hit singles on the charts. Beyond a doubt, Madonna had earned the respect of not just the music world but the movie world as well. Her career savvy was on full display, consistently proving her ability to succeed in multiple entertainment genres, not only as a pop musician but also as a female in a male-dominated entertainment world.

Part of Madonna’s visibility in the sphere of entertainment, and as an influential female voice, was her often controversial representations and ideas about religion. Through her lyrics, music videos, and personal transformation, Madonna has time and time again acted as both a cultural gauge and cultural lightening rod on the subject of sanctity. Sharing a name with the popular religious depiction of the Virgin Mary, she was raised in an extremely strict Catholic household. The singer, in fact, labeled her mother a “religious zealot” and recounted how her childhood was peppered with frequent visits from priests and nuns, and daily prayers at the altar (“Madonna” 2005). Such a stringent upbringing, coupled with the severe punishments promised to sinners and lapsed Catholics, was formative in how Madonna integrated and ultimately rebelled against her religion.

With her release of the 1989 “Like a Prayer” video, which was tied to a lucrative, $5 million Pepsi endorsement, Madonna created an enormous amount of religious-based controversy. The video was intended to be provocative; however, its message was initially to focus on racism, rather than religion. The singer imagined the story line of a mixed-race couple being shot at by the Ku Klux Klan, but director Mary Lambert wanted to also emphasize the religious ecstasy she heard within the song (not to mention the overtly religious lyrics) and changed the plot: Madonna witnesses a homicide, and after a black man stops to help, he is arrested by the cops; she flees to a church, where she sees a black caged saint (meant to portray Martin de Porres, the patron saint of interracial people), who looks the same as the man she just saw arrested. Madonna offers up her prayers to the saint, finally falling asleep on a pew, only to awake in a dream where she slices her palms in the sign of the stigmata, and ends up dancing and singing in front of burning crosses, as a church choir sings around her.

Within days of its release, religious groups around the world were protesting the video, claiming its use of Christian iconography was blasphemous and calling for a boycott of both MTV and Pepsi. After Pope John II even involved himself and the Church, advising fans not to attend her concerts in Italy, Pepsi finally cancelled the advertising campaign (Metz and Benson 1999, 130–32). Yet the religious outcry had little negative effect on the video’s success—it went on to win the Viewer’s Choice Award at that year’s MTV Video Awards and has continuously topped critics’ lists of best videos.

A mere one year later, Madonna reopened the religious controversy wound with the release of her greatest hits album, The Immaculate Collection. A play on the Christian concept of the Immaculate Conception, the Virgin Mary’s pregnancy without the stain of original sin, the album is dedicated to the Pope, whom she calls her “divine inspiration,” though it is rumored this is in reference to her brother, Christopher, whose nickname is “the Pope.” Either way, Madonna continued to push the envelope of religiosity in her music, strengthening the religious right’s repugnance toward her and her music.

Whether or not because of her inflammatory depictions of Catholicism, and the church’s reaction to it, or, as Madonna herself tells it, the pressure and questioning the constant scrutiny of fame brought, the mid-1990s saw a shift in the entertainer’s relationship to religion with her conversion to kabbalah. A form of Jewish mysticism, kabbalah offered Madonna a way to deal with the rigors of stardom and the stimulus for her 1998 album Ray of Light. Still known as the famous face of kabbalah, Madonna has brought this sect into the public eye, donating large sums to the LA-based center, frequently attending Shabbat services, and even taking a Hebrew name—Esther. She even continues in the vein of religious controversy, inciting a storm from Judaic leaders for her inappropriate use of Jewish symbolism in videos (echoing the claims of the Catholic Church only years before) and distortion of traditional Jewish religious beliefs.

Arguably, Madonna has been most one of the most influential entertainers not for her music or her business acumen or even for her oftentimes complex religious ideas, but for her representation of an even more basic aspect of culture: gender. Her career has always been, justifiably or not, understood through the lens of her womanhood, and her social, cultural, and political representations of females are perhaps Madonna’s most long-lasting legacy.

Admittedly, her portrayal of women is complex and often contradictory, embodying both traditional notions of femininity and more progressive ideas of feminism. Nowhere was this complexity more evident than in Madonna’s depiction of female sexuality. In her 1984 MTV Music Awards performance of “Like a Virgin,” the singer set off a firestorm by rolling and writhing on stage in a wedding dress/corset to the song and flashing her panties to the audience. Embracing her sexuality as a tool, and as a form of power, Madonna continued to upset traditionalists with her displays of sexual prowess. Her 1990 video for “Justify My Love” raised hackles with its explicit depiction of sex, including S&M and fetish play, so much so that MTV banned the video, leading to the first-ever sale of a “video single” in the private market. While the moral authorities had issues with Madonna’s form of sexuality, the public clearly did not. In fact, the erotic look the singer had adopted was soon mimicked by legions of young girls: fishnet stockings, lacey lingerie, and fingerless gloves. Madonna continued to break all the rules of blatant female sexuality and acceptable femininity with songs and videos. “Papa Don’t Preach” details a teenage pregnancy and defends the girl’s right to keep her child, while the video for “Open Your Heart” has her as a stripper who befriends a young boy. Her “Express Yourself” video shows the singer nearly naked and chained but later breaking free from her bondage, dancing in a man’s suit—a metaphorical escape from the typical confines of gender into a more powerful position. In her mind, these songs and videos portrayed the modern woman—comfortable in and gratified by her own sexuality, but still a powerful female.

Madonna took this idea further with the release of her coffee-table book, Sex (1992). Published simultaneously with her album Erotica, the adults-only black-and-white book features Madonna, as well as many other celebrities, mostly naked. Labeled as soft-core pornography, the photographs contain a multitude of sexual lifestyles, including lesbianism, sadomasochism, sexual role play, and homosexuality. Despite conservative outcries, the book was a huge success, becoming a bestseller around the country. Madonna further blurred the strict lines between hetero- and homosexuality with her infamous 2003 onstage kiss with Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera at the MTV Video Music Awards. Whether or not these acts were publicity stunts, as some critics have suggested, Madonna’s public displays of sex, and her muddling of the traditional categories of sexuality, have been vastly influential in paving the way for not only the sexual expression of future female musicians but also the acceptance of different forms of sexuality of all artists.

From mastering the mainstream music world with her ever-changing brand of pop to shaking the moral boundaries of religion and sex, Madonna has been, and continues to be, a trailblazer in the world of entertainment. With no signs of letting up—new music, perfumes, clothes lines, performances, children, and young boyfriends—Madonna as a brand, and as a cultural icon, remains the Material Girl.

Shayna Maskell
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MCMAHON, VINCE (1945–)

Few forms of American popular entertainment have been as dominated by a single individual as much as professional wrestling has been over the past quarter century by Vince McMahon, the primary owner and CEO of World Wrestling Entertainment. WWE (formerly the World Wrestling Federation, before a World Wildlife Fund lawsuit necessitated an acronym change) produces several hours of television every week, plus untelevised shows and monthly pay-per-views (PPVs); it generates millions of dollars a year from games, toys, videos, and other merchandise; it features the biggest stars and the highest production values. Thanks to McMahon’s voracious acquisition of failed competitors and their assets, WWE even, in essence, owns the entire history of American wrestling, a video archive that stretches back decades. In the wrestling universe there are alternatives to WWE, but there are no true competitors capable of threatening McMahon’s supremacy.

Even more impressive is McMahon’s role in elevating wrestling to a viable position in the mainstream of American culture. Wrestling in America was long seen as an embarrassment, a sideshow for a tiny audience of hicks and rubes (this has not been the case everywhere; in Japan great wrestlers are revered alongside other athletes and performers, and in Mexico the masked performers of lucha libre are virtually folk heroes). Up through the 1970s, only a select few American wrestlers earned any kind of national fame or attention, with the most prominent example being Gorgeous George, whose flamboyant, vain antics in the 1950s only hinted at what was to come. Throughout these years, wrestling consisted of a number of regional promoters and federations, each operating essentially independently. Many were loosely associated through the National Wrestling Alliance, but each controlled its own territory, mounting live shows (sometimes in high school gyms or bowling alleys) and cheaply produced television programs. It was a small and fragmented, but vibrant subculture with its own language and rituals. The business was built around the strict code known as kayfabe, which required that the performers never acknowledge that what happened in the ring was faked (some even kept their wives and children in the dark). The audience itself was divided into marks (who believed the story lines and thought the competition in the ring was real) and smarts (who understood that everything they saw had been scripted but appreciated the skills and athleticism of the performers).

[image: image]

Vince McMahon, 2007. (AP Photo/Richard Drew, File)

In broad strokes, this is what the wrestling world looked like when Vince McMahon bought out his father in the early 1980s to gain control of what was then the Northeast-based World Wide Wrestling Federation, after having worked for the organization for several years as a promoter and announcer. McMahon could have simply maintained what his father had built, but it was already clear that he had loftier ambitions. New technologies—cable television, pay-per-view broadcasts, home video, etc.—were coming into play that made it possible, for the first time, to reach a national audience without being on network TV, allowing for a consolidation of the fragmented wrestling industry. McMahon was not alone in seeing these possibilities, but he proved most effective in exploiting them. He also benefited from luck, as when an unknown singer named Cyndi Lauper met eccentric wrestling manager “Captain” Lou Albano on an airplane and decided he should play her father in her new video. When “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” became a hit, Albano became more famous than he’d ever been during his decades in wrestling, and a window opened for the “sport” to enter the larger public imagination. Good timing and luck put McMahon in this position, but the opportunity might well have been lost to someone without McMahon’s imagination, ambition, and ruthlessness.

By staging a “feud” between Lauper and Albano that spread to include the other wrestlers in his promotion, McMahon secured successful “rock and wrestling” specials on MTV, exposing the WWF to a huge and enthusiastic new audience. He also placed his shows on USA, another new cable channel anxious for attention-grabbing programming. These national outlets made the WWF’s syndicated programs more visible and attractive to local stations, and the regional promotions began finding it harder to secure airtime for their own, comparatively amateurish productions; accordingly, their biggest stars often defected to the WWF, seeking paydays and fame that regional promotions had no hope of matching. None of this happened overnight, and there were bumps along the way. By March 1985, though, McMahon was already in a position to stage a PPV celebration of his ascendency: the first WrestleMania. The event included appearances by a hodgepodge of legitimate stars (Liberace, Billy Martin, Muhammad Ali), confirming McMahon’s ambition to make his shows an accepted part of America’s entertainment diet. It was headlined, as WWF shows would be for years to come, by McMahon’s champion and biggest star, Hulk Hogan.

Wrestling has always been built around a simple formula: a conflict between the villainous “heel” and the heroic “babyface,” or “face,” with the art being in putting off the final confrontation until the audience is screaming to see the bad guy get what’s coming to him. In Hogan, McMahon had the ultimate face, a flag-waving, blonde-haired superman who stood for everything that was right and decent in the world, frequently reminding the kids who adored him to say their prayers and take their vitamins. He was also, like most of McMahon’s stars, physically huge; it was already clear that McMahon had a fascination, bordering on a fetish, with the male body in its most extreme forms. Many of the wrestlers he most vigorously promoted, including Hogan, had physiques that the average human simply cannot achieve without chemical aid. Ring ability was a secondary, and often negligible, consideration. For years, Hogan’s matches in the WWF all followed the same basic script: Hogan easily dominates his opponent; the opponent, through trickery or outside interference, somehow gains the upper hand; Hogan is brutally beaten for several minutes before, drawing energy from the crowd, he begins to revive, showing less and less reaction to the blows showered upon him; ultimately, he “hulks up” to full power and dispatches his foe with a quick succession of blows, a boot to the face, and a leg drop across the chest.

Aficionados who had been watching wrestling for years hated these matches, which were designed to disguise the fact that Hogan was, by their standards, a terrible wrestler. He had little agility, he could not convincingly “sell” the attacks of his opponents, and he himself had mastered only a few basic moves. His only real attributes were his size and his on-camera charisma. Other WWF performers had more ring ability, but it scarcely mattered because all of the matches in McMahon’s shows used essentially the same style. For most WWF wrestlers, punches and kicks—often very unconvincing ones—were the bulk of their offensive arsenal, buttressed by a few heavily ritualized “finishing moves” like Hogan’s leg drop. Often the wrestling itself was treated as secondary to pushing the personalities and stars. For years, one of the WWF’s shows on USA, Tuesday Night Titans, was simply a talk show featuring interviews and skits, though the wrestlers appearing on it always stayed firmly in character.

McMahon could ignore complaints because he was not targeting the traditional fans who, after all, increasingly had no choice but to embrace the WWF if they wanted to watch wrestling at all. Instead, McMahon was building an entirely new audience, drawing largely on a demographic that had rarely watched wrestling before: kids, and especially young boys. If the action in the ring was simple, so were the characters carrying it out. Few performers in the WWF wrestled under their real names, or anything resembling a real name. While stage names had long been common in wrestling, in WWF shows the stage personas were the only ones ever acknowledged, requiring announcers to pretend it was perfectly normal for a grown man to identify himself as “Hillbilly Jim” or “Mr. Wonderful.” Any life outside the WWF, or any history with other wrestling organizations prior to the WWF, simply didn’t exist. Many of the heels were designed to provoke simplistic patriotism, like “The Iron Sheik,” who carried an Iranian flag to the ring, or “Nikolai Volkoff,” who sang the Russian national anthem before every match. Some characters were little more than racial stereotypes, like “Mr. Fuji,” the scheming Asian manager, or “Junkyard Dog,” an African American who came to the ring wearing a collar and chain. To this day, wrestling has not completely escaped its history of race-baiting. At the time, however, it was possible for children to accept all this as little more than a living cartoon (and eventually an actual Saturday morning cartoon, Hulk Hogan’s Rock n’ Wrestling, which aired for two seasons on CBS).

This formula was successful for many years, but wrestling is an inherently cyclical business. Invariably, audiences become bored with the same performers and gimmicks and drift away, until a new audience can be built around some new angle or star. For the WWF, the late 1980s and early 1990s were what franchises in other sports call a “rebuilding period.” The low point came in 1994, when McMahon, himself a confessed steroid user, was tried on charges of distributing illegal steroids to his wrestlers. Though he was acquitted, the trial was a serious blow to the popularity and respectability of the WWF, particularly when Hogan (who had left the ring to pursue an acting career) took the stand and confessed to using steroids. The episode was particularly embarrassing coming on the heels of McMahon’s failed attempt to start a bodybuilding federation, the WBF. Although he hired many of the best-known bodybuilders of the day (most or all of them, again, obvious steroid users), sinking millions into the venture, wrestling fans were disinterested in watching men simply pose, and bodybuilding fans were repelled when McMahon forced the performers into wrestling-styled costumes and personas. It was a massive, costly flop.

By the mid-1990s the WWF appeared to be on its last legs. Most of the biggest stars had left, McMahon’s wandering attention had resulted in an unfocused and watered-down product, and huge portions of the audience had either outgrown wrestling or been driven away by the steroid scandal. For the first time in a decade, a rival promotion—World Championship Wrestling, a subsidiary of Turner Broadcasting with access to Turner’s deep pockets and family of cable channels—challenged McMahon for the attention of the national audience. The WCW had been around for years, with a smaller audience drawn to a more old-school wrestling style and a few legitimate stars like Ric Flair and Sting. In 1995, however, under the ambitious leadership of Eric Bischoff, WCW launched Monday Nitro, a program that competed directly with the WWF’s flagship Monday night USA program, Raw. Bischoff hired an array of new stars, many lured away from McMahon (including Hogan, brought back to wrestling by a massive paycheck and promises of creative control), and began pushing a faster-paced, more aggressive style both in the ring and in the story lines and pacing of the show itself. Wrestling organizations had traditionally ignored each other’s existence, at least on-air, but Bischoff gleefully made the attack on the WWF part of his programming, telling viewers on one of the first live Nitros the match results from that night’s taped Raw so they could watch his show instead.

For the next several years the WWF and WCW engaged in the “Monday night wars,” with both organizations pulling out all stops to top the other in the ratings. In the ’80s McMahon had achieved success by appealing to kids; now both organizations directed their product squarely at men between 18 and 35, a lucrative demographic that pushed the shows in an increasingly fast-paced, violent, sexualized, and vulgar direction, resulting in the “attitude era.” Wrestling is inherently violent, of course, but the intensity and realism of the violence were significantly enhanced, with many matches ending with one or both wrestlers covered in blood. Increasingly spectacular stunts and gimmick matches were incorporated, with wrestlers diving on each other from ladders, smashing each other with metal chairs, driving each other through tables, and even bringing sledgehammers to the ring. One wrestler in particular, the WWF’s Mick Foley, was revered by fans primarily for his seemingly limitless ability to absorb punishment. The ramped-up violence was matched by increasingly explicit sexual innuendo designed for the hyped-up young men who filled the arenas. Both promotions featured female characters who occasionally did wrestle, but more often simply put themselves on display, with PPVs occasionally featuring actual nudity. The WWF had a “wrestling pimp,” the Godfather, who was accompanied to the ring by his “ho train.” In the ’80s, a typical catchphrase was Macho Man Randy Savage’s “ooh yeah!”; in the ’90s, it was the New Age Outlaws’ “Suck it!” Like the violence, the sexual content only became more extreme; by 2002, the WWF had a plotline about necrophilia.

All this outraged parents’ groups but enthralled audiences; the overall viewership for wrestling expanded enormously. Wrestling was hot again, with the most popular shows on cable week after week. For some time, WCW was actually the more popular promotion, winning the Monday night ratings at one point for almost two years in a row. The centerpiece of their success was the New World Order (nWo), a group of wrestlers, all former McMahon employees, initially booked by Bischoff to appear as though they were “invading” WCW in a cross-promotional attack. With their black attire and snarling disdain for authority and tradition, the nWo was the perfect embodiment of the new era in wrestling. Eventually, however, they were also the promotion’s undoing. Bischoff fell victim to the traps that had ruined many promoters before him: booking around his own ego, and failing to create and promote new stars as the old acts grew stale. By the late ’90s, the WCW was losing millions of dollars a year.

WWE, by contrast, was growing more and more popular, driven in large part by two massive new stars: The Rock and “Stone Cold” Steve Austin. Austin especially was the perfect response to the nWo, a tough, beer-guzzling rebel who coined the first of his many catchphrases, “Austin 3:16 says I just whooped your ass,” to taunt a born-again opponent who’d invoked John 3:16 before a match. However, perhaps the most decisive turning point for WWE, and McMahon, came at the 1997 Survivor Series PPV. In the main event, the popular Canadian champion Bret “Hitman” Hart (a member of a legendary wrestling family devoted to the traditions of the sport), who was about to leave for WCW, was facing Shawn Michaels, a smug young star fully of the “attitude” mold. The event was held in Montreal, and McMahon had promised Hart that he would not have to lose the championship, in front of a Canadian crowd, to a man he despised. At a point when Michaels briefly had Hart in submission hold, however, McMahon abruptly leapt from his ringside chair and ordered the referee to end the match, declaring that Hart had submitted and thus lost. A stunned Hart spit on McMahon from the ring, and the event went down in wrestling legend as “the Montreal screwjob.”

In the aftermath of this event, McMahon brilliantly turned what could have been a disaster—a public break with a very popular star—into a huge advantage. Previously, McMahon’s on-air role had been very limited; for the most part he had simply been an announcer, with his role as owner of the company rarely mentioned. Now, however, McMahon built on the impression created by the screwjob to recreate himself as the ultimate heel—Mr. McMahon, the swaggering, wealthy, egotistical, manipulative boss who demanded complete respect and obedience from his wrestlers (eventually instituting a “kiss my ass” club, where performers who displeased him were required to do exactly that in the middle of the ring) and who could engage in very lucrative feuds with wrestlers who refused to give it. The nWo had already blurred the lines drawn by kayfabe; the Mr. McMahon character frequently smashed them, making backstage booking and politics part of the show itself instead of a hidden reality. It was difficult to draw any clear distinction between McMahon and Mr. McMahon, and even his real-life family (wife Linda, son Shane, and daughter Stephanie, all of whom already worked for the organization in important backstage roles) was drawn into the act, sometimes as allies and sometimes as foes. Mr. McMahon’s battles with Austin, in particular, electrified the audience, which loved seeing the rich boss put in his place with a well-timed Stone Cold Stunner.

The Monday night wars ended in 2001 when AOL, which had bought Turner broadcasting, pulled the plug on WCW, which by then was a pale mockery of itself. The company’s name, contracts, video library, and other assets were sold, for a relative pittance, to McMahon, who appeared on the final Nitro to gloat over his victory. It’s likely that McMahon would point to this as the high point of his career, though it was also the beginning of a long period of stagnation for WWE that has yet to truly end. WWE shows are still among the most popular on cable, but, without the spark provided by real competition, ratings and excitement have fallen considerably from the peak of the late ’90s. The company still features a number of talented and popular performers but has yet to produce any new stars of the magnitude of The Rock (who now focuses primarily on his acting career) or Austin (who was forced out of active wrestling by injuries). At the very moment McMahon appeared in triumph on Nitro he was also in the midst of another humiliating failure, an attempt to start a new professional football league infused with WWE attitude. Backed by NBC, the XFL initially appeared promising, but the quality of play was embarrassingly low, and by the end of the first season in 2001 it was clear there would be no second.

What, ultimately, has Vince McMahon contributed to American entertainment? Over the last 30 years he has propelled wrestling from sideshow to the big tent, contributing in a significant way to a culture not just of sex and violence but of spectacle and excess. Certainly the success of mixed martial arts in recent years owes something to McMahon’s creation of a fan base craving a real version of the simulated violence he presents. What’s most troubling is the real violence and the real suffering that have also accompanied his success. In the last 15 years, a huge number of wrestlers, many of them onetime McMahon stars, have died premature deaths. One, Bret Hart’s brother Owen, died at a WWE PPV in 1999 when a grapple line bringing him from the rafters of an arena to the ring failed, dropping him 80 feet; McMahon was viciously criticized for continuing with the rest of the event. More deaths have occurred outside the ring, to men whose bodies and minds are often ravaged by years of substance abuse, primarily of steroids and painkillers (the outcomes may be predetermined, but wrestling, especially today’s more aggressive style, still does horrible things to a body, especially when performers participate in hundreds of shows a year). The greatest tragedy came in 2007, when fan-favorite Chris Benoit killed his wife and seven-year-old son before killing himself. It would be a mistake to attribute any of these deaths directly to McMahon. Having made himself the public face of wrestling, however, he also cannot fully escape being associated with the worst results of a cultural form that routinely sacrifices the bodies and health of its performers in the name of entertainment.

Joseph S. Walker
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MICHAELS, LORNE (1944–)

“We are here to pump … you up!” “I gotta have more cowbell.” “We are two wild and crazy guys!” These lines, and dozens more like them, have worked their way into the collective vernacular of contemporary society over the course of the last 40 years thanks to the pioneering and groundbreaking sketch comedy show Saturday Night Live. Premiering in the fall of 1975, SNL continues to be the Holy Grail for performers and writers everywhere. And while the actors, characters, and writers who have made the show an American institution have changed a dozen times over the years, there exists one constant who has continued to captain the ship through the good times and the bad: series creator and comedy mastermind Lorne Michaels. Perhaps most famously known on-screen for offering the Beatles a paltry $3,000 to perform a reunion show on the air in 1976, offscreen he is more widely known as a comedy kingmaker, finding and cultivating some of the biggest TV and film stars of the last few generations. As an actor, writer, and producer, Michaels has made his presence felt in the entertainment industry since college and continues to work behind the scenes on numerous television and film projects today. From his work as a writer on Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In in the 1970s to producing the critically acclaimed sitcom 30 Rock, Michaels has regularly been involved with the biggest names in comedy for his entire career.

Lorne David Lipowitz was born on November 17, 1944, in Toronto, Canada. Raised at a time when television was a burgeoning medium, Michaels was enamored of Canadian and American programming and idolized comedians like Sid Caesar. During his teenage years, he began writing and performing whenever he could. He remembers, “I liked making my friends laugh and did sketches for a talent show in 10th grade” (Wilson 2011, 38). Around the same time, Michaels attended summer camp where he began staging shows that featured sketches, comedy skits, and musical acts. It was while he was attending camp that he would meet two people who would have a substantial impact on his future career: Howard Shore, the Academy Award winning composer who would serve as Saturday Night Live’s musical director for many years, and Michaels’s first wife Rosie Shuster, who would work as a writer at SNL. Shuster’s father, Frank Shuster, was part of a comedy team in Canada and acted as an advisor and surrogate father for Michaels (Michaels was 14 when his father passed away). It was the elder Shuster who advised Michaels to change his last name to something that was would work better in show-business.
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Lorne Michaels, 1991. (AP Photo/Richard Drew)

At University College in Toronto in 1964, Michaels directed and cowrote UC Follies, a stage production which again featured skits and musicals numbers. During his work on the Follies, he met his comedy writing partner Hart Pomerantz. The two worked up an act together and wrote jokes that they then shopped around to comedians. They began being recognized as up and coming writers, and in 1968 the pair were offered jobs writing for the short-lived television show featuring Phyllis Diller, The Beautiful Phyllis Diller Show (1968). Although the show only lasted 12 episodes, Michaels and Pomerantz had broken in to Hollywood. From there, they landed a comedy writer’s dream job when he and Pomerantz began writing for Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In. His time on Laugh-In would give Michaels a backstage look at how a successful sketch comedy show operated. But despite two seasons writing for one of the most popular television shows in the country, Michaels and Pomerantz did not feel their voices were being heard. Unhappy with their work being altered by other writers, the pair quit and began producing comedy specials for the Canadian Broadcasting Company in 1969, including The Hart and Lorne Terrific Hour (1970–1971). These specials followed the format that Michaels had developed at camp and honed in college, which included “an opening monologue, sketch comedy by a repertory company, and musical guests” (Hillstrom 2006, 113). Although the pair enjoyed success writing and producing comedy programming back in their native Canada, Michaels was determined to make it in Hollywood. He ended his partnership with Pomerantz and took jobs writing for comedy shows in the United States. Michaels’s big break came when he worked as a writer on Lily Tomlin’s 1973 special Lily. He would work on Tomlin’s two subsequent specials, earning two Emmy Awards for his efforts. After making a name for himself as a writer and producer, Michaels would be at the top of the list a few years later when NBC began looking for someone to create a new late night comedy program that would eventually become Saturday Night Live.

The genesis of Saturday Night Live begins with Johnny Carson. In 1974, NBC was re-running episodes of The Tonight Show (hosted by Carson) on Saturday nights at 11:30. Carson, however, demanded that the Saturday rerun be pulled from the schedule, saying that he wanted more vacation time, and limiting his reruns to weekdays would lessen the number of shows he needed to make. NBC executive Dick Ebersol was tasked with creating a new show to fill the timeslot, and contacted Michaels for ideas. Using the formula he’d practiced and perfected since his camp days, Michaels pitched a comedy-variety show that would appeal to college kids and blue collar workers, and that spoke in a language they could relate to. The show first aired on October 11, 1975 and was originally called NBC’s Saturday Night (the show’s title would be changed to Saturday Night Live in 1977). Michaels’s vision for the show was something that he felt hadn’t been seen on television up to that point. He states, “So much of what Saturday Night Live wanted to be, or I wanted it to be when it began, was cool. Which was something television wasn’t, except in a retro way. Not that there weren’t cool TV shows, but this was taking the sensibilities that were in music, stage, and the movies and bringing them to television” (Shales and Miller 2002, 28).

Reaction to Michaels’s planned show was generally positive at NBC, with the exception an executive in charge of audience research, who said the show would never work for a prime time audience, which lead the cast to become known as the Not Ready for Primetime Players. But by the time the first episode was set to air, Michaels found that he’d overshot the mark on how much he could fit into the show: “There were two musical groups, there was a Muppet segment, there was an Albert Brooks film—we were just trying to do an enormous amount.” He would sum up the problem by saying, “we had the ingredients, we didn’t have the recipe” (Cader 1994, 7). Although the early show had a bigger emphasis on variety, the comedy elements slowly began upstaging everything else. In looking back over the show’s evolution, Michaels says, “The pure variety show part of it is over. It’s a straight comedy show now” (Shales and Miller 2002, 159).

Michaels spent many weeks that first season (and subsequent seasons) fighting with the network for creative control of the show. In order to produce a hip, contemporary sketch comedy program, Michaels felt he would need to have complete autonomy to run the show how he envisioned it. Michaels was confident in his talent for knowing what was funny and didn’t want anyone or anything questioning it, going so far as to blatantly defy NBC with some of the sketches he put on the air. Following the premiere episode, Michaels says, “The only note we got from the network on the first show was, ‘Cut the bees.’ And so I made sure to put them in the next show” (Shales and Miller 2002, 55). But some of Michaels’s issues with the network were harder to resolve. In order to produce a cutting edge show, Michaels felt he needed to bring in some of the hip, contemporary comedians that were popular at that time. When Michaels wanted the controversial comedian Richard Pryor to host the show’s seventh episode, NBC flatly refused citing his use of inappropriate language and the inherent problems with putting him on a live television show. When the network refused to budge, Michaels resigned and left the show. For the sake of the show, NBC allowed Pryor to host and Michaels returned, with the compromise that a three-second delay be utilized. Michaels’s desire to push boundaries would become a staple of the show, winning accolades from fans and a multitude of awards from critics, including an Emmy for the risqué digital short “Dick in a Box” in 2007.

To perform the sketches that would become the staple of Saturday Night Live, Michaels hired performers with a range of backgrounds and talents. The original cast of Not Ready For Prime Time Players consisted of Dan Aykroyd, John Belushi, Chevy Chase, Jane Curtin, Garrett Morris, Laraine Newman, and Gilda Radner. Although the cast largely consisted of unknowns, they quickly became big stars as the inaugural season progressed, particularly Chase. Chase would earn SNL one of its four Emmy Awards that first season for his role on the show, in addition to awards for best directing, best writing, and Outstanding Comedy-Variety series. In what seemed to potentially be a bad omen for the show’s sophomore season, Chase left to begin working on films. But Michaels did what he would become legendary for over the years: finding fresh young talent to replace the show’s stars that moved on. For the second season, Michaels hired comedian Bill Murray to fill Chase’s spot.

The stress involved with producing a weekly comedy program that was broadcast live took its toll on Michaels and the cast. Juggling the problems of his actors, the network, and the demands of producing a live show, Michaels says looking back, “I’d given so much energy to holding things together all those years, I had been truly drained, just spent” (Shales and Miller 2002, 183). So in 1980, after five highly successful seasons, Michaels and the cast all decided to leave the show. Rather than cancel the show, NBC decided to wipe the slate clean and start from scratch with an entirely new cast. As Michaels succinctly put it, “I took my name off the show and I left” (Shales and Miller 2002, 189). The ensuing years are often cited as the low point for the Saturday Night Live, despite the emergence of Eddie Murphy as a breakout star. During that time, Michaels produced various television programs and made his first foray into motion pictures with the film Three Amigos! (Landis), which he cowrote with Steve Martin and Randy Newman. Michaels has never seen the shows that were produced during his absence. “Not out of disrespect” Michaels says, “it was just too emotional” (Wilson 2011, 40).

By the end of the tenth season in 1985, with the ratings for SNL reaching an all-time low, NBC considered canceling the show. In an effort to save it, NBC approached Michaels and asked if he would be interested in taking over the reins once again. Rather than see his opus left to die, Michaels agreed and began the process of returning the show to its former glory. With his uncanny eye for talent, he once again found a host of funny (but unknown) performers to fill out his cast, including Jon Lovitz in 1985 and Dana Carvey and Phil Hartman in 1986. After successfully resuscitating his show that had been on life support, Michaels began working on other projects, both on television and film. After seeing a performance of the Canadian comedy group the Kids in the Hall, he began working with the group to produce some TV specials. By 1988, the group had a pilot special airing on the Canadian Broadcasting Company and a year later had a regularly running series in Canada and on HBO in the United States. Michaels has also worked with many of his SNL cast members on independent television series, including The Colin Quinn Show (which lasted three episodes), The Tracy Morgan Show, and most recently 30 Rock. Beyond television, Michaels has teamed up with current and former cast members to produce numerous film projects over the years, including those based on popular SNL sketches such as Wayne’s World (Spheeris 1992) and A Night at the Roxbury (Fortenberry 1998).

The reason Michaels continues to work so closely with his actors even after they have left the show is because he believes, quite simply, that they are the best at what they do. A look at the most popular and successful comedy actors over the last 40 years will invariably include a significant number of SNL alums. Indeed, the list of comedians who got their first big break on SNL reads like a who’s who of American comedy: Belushi, Aykroyd, Chase, Murray, Myers, Rock, Sandler, Ferrell, Fallon, Fey, Poehler. Each of them is a television and/or film superstar, and they all owe a significant amount of their success to Michaels. Fey acknowledges the debt she owes Michaels by saying, “He put me on TV, and no one else would have done that” (Wilson 2011, 36).

But Michaels is credited with more than just finding the talent he puts on the show; he helps develop it as well. Many of Saturday Night Live’s biggest stars were mentored and guided to find their comedy voices by Michaels. He has been credited with encouraging Adam Sandler to write funny songs for the show and identifying David Spade’s gift for making fun of celebrities, which would become one of his more memorable bits during his Saturday Night Live tenure. Tina Fey allocated an entire chapter of her book Bossypants to discussing the influence Michaels has had on every aspect of her career, from writer to actor to producer of her own show 30 Rock (which Michaels also executive produces). Former SNL cast member Tracy Morgan may have summed up Michaels’s relationship to the cast best when he likened him to Obi-Wan Kenobi, guiding and training each new crop of young performers. But more than just shepherding them along, the cast are also looking to Michaels for approval. Spade recalls making Michaels laugh during a read-through of a “Hollywood Minute” sketch and says, “It was really like having your dad say he liked something, and that was exciting” (Shales and Miller 2002, 529). Original cast member Dan Aykroyd agrees, saying, “If you made Lorne laugh, there was something worthy there, intellectual” (Cohen 2010, 73).

Intellectual comedy has always been one of the hallmarks of Saturday Night Live’s sketches, and nowhere is that more evident than in the political humor for which the show has become famous. Media scholars have often said that the way political figures and presidential candidates are portrayed on SNL has had a definite influence on the way they are perceived by the public. In many cases, the politicians become more famous for the way they are depicted on SNL than for their behavior in real life. When Chevy Chase began doing his impression of Gerald Ford during the 1975–76 season, the impact on Ford’s image was profound. Gerald Ford was an athlete at the University of Michigan and played on two national championship football teams there, but because of Chase’s impression, the image many Americans had of him was as a bumbling and stumbling buffoon. The impact SNL had was so great that Michaels was invited to the White House to film Ford in the Oval Office for the opening of the show. Similar examples can be found for almost every presidential candidate since as well. To this day, many people mistake Dana Carvey’s impression of George Bush Sr. for an accurate representation of the former president, and Will Ferrell’s impression of George W. Bush became a staple during his final years on the show and earned him a Tony Award nomination when he performed it on Broadway in the show You’re Welcome America: A Final Night with George W. Bush. The media spotlight on Sarah Palin only intensified when Tina Fey began impersonating the vice presidential candidate during the 2008 season, for which Fey would win an Emmy the following year. In the case of Palin, a relative unknown who was thrust into the national political landscape, many would argue that SNL created an image of Palin that was reinforced by her folksy mannerisms and unintentionally humorous sound bites. Beyond the impressions, SNL has also become a major source of news (political and otherwise) for a growing number of young people. In 2009, the Pew Research Center found that 21 percent of 18–29-year-olds got their news about the presidential campaign from The Daily Show with Jon Stewart and Saturday Night Live. Frequently opening with a sketch about the current political climate and allocating a significant amount of time during the weekly faux-news sketch “Weekend Update” to political news stories, viewers of SNL can’t help but feel that they are gaining better insight into politics since so much of the show now focuses on it. But in spite of the show’s tendency to make fun of political figures, candidates continue to make guest appearances on the show. In the run-up to the 2008 presidential election, Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, John McCain, and Sarah Palin all made appearances on the show. Many political strategists have used Saturday Night Live’s sketches to determine how their candidates are being perceived and what messages are being disseminated to the public. When asked if he expected to be such a big part of the 2008 election, Michaels says, “You never expect it. But I think we’re used to being in the center of it, when we do it right” (Armstrong 2008, 10). In what could be considered the ultimate confluence of Saturday Night Live and its impact on politics, former writer and cast member Al Franken was elected as a U.S. Senator for the state of Minnesota in 2008.

Michaels will be the first to admit that putting a live show on the air every week is chaotic, and there is always room for improvement. But despite the unavoidable flubs that occur and unforeseen catastrophes that occasionally ensue, Michaels has remained a leader on a television show where not many would make it past their first year. Michaels has famously said, “We don’t go on because we’re ready; we go on because it’s 11:30.” It is this sort of enlightened and understanding approach to the show that makes him a mentor and father-figure to new and old cast members alike. And these close relationships he’s developed with his actors over the years have led them to lovingly pay him homage in their post-SNL endeavors. Fey has admitted that the character of Jack Donaghy on 30 Rock (played by Alec Baldwin) was inspired by Michaels, and Mike Myers famously modeled the mannerisms of Austin Powers’s nemesis Dr. Evil after Michaels. Michaels, however, claims that “That character [Dr. Evil] was not based on me, but on Dana Carvey’s impression of me” (Cohen 2010, 70). But regardless if he’s creating parody or the subject of it, the influence Michaels has had on popular culture is undeniable. Whether it was Chris Farley gyrating as a Chippendale’s dancer, Sinead O’Connor shredding a picture of the Pope, or a stage full of New York City firefighters and police officers opening the show two weeks after the September 11th attacks, SNL has left indelible and iconic images on the canvas of pop culture. Speaking to the influence SNL has had, Michaels notes, “Now there’s Mad TV, and on cable there’s a bunch of these kinds of shows. Conan O’Brien, Leno, do all these sketches. Most of the writers who have been on The Simpsons are people who passed through here. Seinfeld too” (Shales and Miller 2002, 518). But in spite of the succession of similar shows that have followed, Michaels’s creation continues to set the bar by which all other comedy is judged.

Kristin M. Barton
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MIYAMOTO, SHIGERU (1952–)

The American movie industry has produced an abundance of star actors and directors. Likewise, countless well-known musicians, songwriters, and producers have emerged from the American music industry. And while video gaming may not yet compare to movies or music in America in terms of general cultural influence, it is clearly a major entertainment industry. But despite the prevalence of gaming in American culture, there are still few if any game designers who have become widely known outside of communities of hard-core gamers. Indeed, it’s arguable that the video game industry hasn’t produced any real celebrities. But as the case of Shigeru Miyamoto reveals, celebrity isn’t always a requirement for influence.

Miyamoto, the senior managing director of Nintendo, is perhaps the best-known figure to emerge from the video game industry so far. While he might not be a household name in America, many of the video game characters he has created are. Miyamoto is the brain behind such legendary figures as Mario and Luigi from Super Mario Bros. (1985), Link from Legend of Zelda (1986), and the title character from Donkey Kong (1981). He helped save Nintendo from potential bankruptcy in the early 1980s and had a large role in turning it into one of the most successful and recognizable entertainment companies in the world. His work on such technological innovations as motion-sensitive controllers and 3D graphics has helped bring video games to a much wider audience and helped sustain the video game as a legitimate form of entertainment—arguably even a form of art. Miyamoto was the first inductee into the Academy of Interactive Arts and Sciences Hall of Fame and is generally acknowledged by gamers and game designers alike to be the father of the modern video game (Funk 2009).

Something happens when you play a Miyamoto game. The illogical, fantastic world of the game starts to feel more authentic, more immersive, and more real than the world you actually inhabit. Soon, you find yourself crouching down into green pipes, throwing barrels at giant bees, and playing magical melodies on ocarinas as though you have been doing so every day of your life. Miyamoto gets gamers to buy into the worlds he creates because, though many of them seem ridiculous and entirely unrealistic on paper, they tap into emotions that are absolutely real. They evoke a sense of wonder. They demand that we tap into our innate desire to explore. They set underdogs up against impossibly powerful enemies and give them all the tools necessary to succeed. Perhaps most importantly, they allow the player to share directly in the successes of the character on-screen. By taking control over a character that can run just a little faster, jump just a little higher, and have just a bit more resilience than the player does in his or her everyday life, Miyamoto is able to make anyone feel like a hero.

To people unfamiliar with his work, the title of “Senior Managing Director” might make him sound like some sort of overpaid executive wholly removed from any of the real day-to-day work at his company. In actuality, Miyamoto is the heart and soul of Nintendo, and, indeed, he is one of the first true artists to use the video game as his preferred medium. He is as much a technical and artistic master at his work as Hitchcock was to the cinema. His works are as foundational to the medium of the modern video game as Shakespeare’s plays are to English literature. It is virtually impossible to overstate his influence on video games and, based on their continually growing popularity, American culture in general.
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Shigeru Miyamoto, 1997. (AP Photo/Atsushi Tsukada)

The first game Miyamoto developed was supposed to be called “Stubborn Gorilla.” Legend has it that Miyamoto and his collaborators at Nintendo looked up these two words in a Japanese-English dictionary, which gave “donkey” as a translation of “stubborn” and “Kong” as an example of a gorilla. Because of this less-than-perfect translation, the game became Donkey Kong, and it went on to be extremely successful despite its illogical title (Kent 2001, 158). If Miyamoto had retired after making this one single game, it would still be enough of an accomplishment to warrant consideration for his inclusion in this book.

Donkey Kong is the first ever platform game. In it, the player takes control of a character, originally called “Jumpman,” and must dodge obstacles thrown at him by the title character, an over-sized gorilla. Jumpman would later be renamed Mario for the game’s North American release. To win the game, the player must move Mario up a series of platforms on the screen in order to get to the top and rescue the princess, who has been kidnapped by Donkey Kong. The name “platform,” used to describe this new genre of gameplay, is derived directly from the layout of the levels throughout the game.

Since the release of Donkey Kong, the platform game has come to be the most widely recognizable genre of gameplay. It is also among the most popular and easily accessible as well. As video game critic Tom Bissell points out, the platform genre that Miyamoto started is highly original and has few if any direct precedents (2010, 97). Unlike role-playing games that were inspired by tabletop games like Dungeons and Dragons or sports games that are simulations of their counterparts in the physical world, the modern platform genre’s only direct ancestor is Donkey Kong. Despite its originality, or perhaps because of it, the platform game has influenced nearly every game that has been developed since, en route to becoming the archetypal genre of video games (Bissell 2010, 97).

Donkey Kong was also one of the first videogames to use cutscenes—short sequences in between levels that advance the story and over which the player has little or no control—in order to introduce narrative into the game (McLaughlin 2010, 1). Though Pac-Man (1980) used animated sequences between levels a year before Donkey Kong was released, Miyamoto used the cutscenes in his game not simply as comic interludes but as a way of unfolding a larger narrative. The cutscenes in Donkey Kong help advance the simple narrative arc of the game and also help tie each level of gameplay together into one overarching story. Such cutscenes have since come to be nearly ubiquitous in video games and are the primary way of conveying a story through a video game.

In addition to introducing one of the most recognizable characters in any medium, creating a new genre, and making use of the cutscene to advance a narrative, Donkey Kong is perhaps most significant because it was the game that first launched Nintendo into the American market. At the time, Nintendo was a relatively minor entertainment company even in Japan. By introducing his wildly popular Nintendo game to America, Miyamoto almost single-handedly saved the company from bankruptcy (Kent 2001, 321). Thanks to Miyamoto’s masterful talent at game design, Nintendo went from being on the verge of financial collapse to being the dominant name in video games.

Miyamoto wrote the rules for what good game design meant and then subsequently broke them all. He changed American entertainment primarily by helping to popularize an exciting new form of it. He helped sustain and expand the popularity of gaming in part by constantly changing what his games could do and improving upon what the video game as a medium could be. His work on the Super Mario Bros. series clearly illustrates that continued innovation.

Mario is one of the most recognizable figures in video gaming and in pop culture generally. Worldwide, more people can identify Mario’s image than an image of Mickey Mouse (McLaughlin 2010, 1). His popularity and lasting influence is undeniable, as 6 out of the 10 best-selling games of all time feature Mario as a main character (McLaughlin 2010, 1). He has been the model for many video game protagonists to follow and has even become a crossover star as he has made his way into comics, television, and movies.

Mario is an unlikely hero, and he has been from the time he was introduced in 1981 as the player-character and protagonist in Donkey Kong. His overalls and bushy moustache give him a quirky appearance. In his debut game, he looks particularly goofy and awkward due to the limitations of the technology. Later games featuring him, however, used graphical advances to make his goofiness even more obvious rather than trying to make him look more like a traditional hero. He is small, especially compared to the typically massive antagonists of the games he appears in. He is also basically powerless, and he is typically only able to advance through levels by avoiding obstacles and relying heavily on power-ups. While later games have given him access to infinitely better power-ups, he remains a very unheroic figure. In part, his powerlessness and need for power-ups explain why he is such an appealing character for American audiences, who cannot seem to help but cheer for the underdog.

The release of the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) in 1985 was a watershed moment in the history of video gaming. Super Mario Bros. was the marquee title for the system, and it remains one of the best-selling and most critically revered games of all time. It was the single best-selling video game worldwide for over two decades, before being outsold by another one of Miyamoto’s games, Wii Sports (2006) (Walton 2009). While the NES wasn’t the first home console system, it did create unprecedented demand for consoles and console games. Miyamoto’s games, especially Super Mario Bros., helped cement Nintendo’s status as the leader of home console gaming in America and around the world for the next quarter-century.

With the Super Mario Bros. games came the video game industry’s first folk hero. Much like in Donkey Kong and the 1983 arcade game Mario Bros., Mario again sets out to enact the quest of the mythical hero. In Super Mario Bros., Mario sets off to fight the evil Bowser in order to save the princess. To do so, he must face a series of obstacles and fight a series of minions that are set in his path. Fortunately, magical items that help him grow in size, jump higher, shoot fireballs, and be temporarily invincible aid him over the course of his quest. His journey is a modernized, expressionistic folktale and, though the story line is quite basic, it is clearly conveying a single, unified story.

Many aspects of the folktale were present in Donkey Kong as well, but it is in Super Mario Bros. that progressing through and ultimately resolving the story becomes the singular goal of the game. Instead of using high scores alone to motivate players, Miyamoto uses progress through the plot as a key incentive to keep gamers playing the game to its conclusion. In doing so, he makes it clear that even relatively simple games can be used as a medium for telling stories, which effectively set the pattern that most games have followed to this day.

This push toward games as a medium capable of conveying stories is tied in to a few other key shifts in the cultural role of video gaming at the time. Super Mario Bros. started a major paradigm shift regarding the way video games functioned in American society. The game marks some significant changes to the shape of gaming. Connected to the shift toward home consoles is the idea that Super Mario Bros. helped bring games from public spheres into private, more intimate spaces. The highest score a player might achieve could still be important as a matter of bragging rights among one’s friends, but it was no longer a public achievement as it might have been in a coin-op arcade game.

As the game moved toward storytelling as a motivating factor and source of pleasure in place of high scores, it marked a shift away from games that were financed by the repeated defeat of the player. Players would lose repeatedly before completing the game, without a doubt, but unlike coin-op arcade games that required the player to buy back in for another playthrough, Super Mario Bros. was interested in selling the game experience as a whole. Players would purchase it (or not) as a whole text rather than paying to retry certain component levels within it. The related movements away from primarily score-driven motivation and away from the more public arcade setup reflect a shift toward narrative and visual pleasure. Connected to this narrative turn is David Sheff’s observation that Super Mario Bros. was also one of the first games to incorporate wit and humor in its design (1999, 3). It attempts to engage players in multiple ways, and not just through gameplay. Whether this game or video games in general are “art” is subject for debate, but Super Mario Bros. certainly opened up new realms of possibilities and at the very least made clear the potential for games to be viewed as art.

Using a simple story to reward a player’s progress through the game was certainly revolutionary, and it helps explain in part why Super Mario Bros. is such an enjoyable game, but it does not explain why the game has such an enormous replay value. What is it about a game like Super Mario Bros. that has kept people coming back to it day after day and year after year? It may be impossible to answer that question with any certainty, but surely the game’s revolutionary design must have something to do with it.

Super Mario Bros. changed the look and layout of the platform game significantly. In Donkey Kong, the player’s primary goal was to move up the screen from a starting position in the lower right corner. While the characters and obstacles moved, the background remained relatively static, and each level was visible on-screen in its entirety. In Super Mario Bros., Miyamoto introduced a side-scrolling design. The player’s goal in this game is to navigate from left to right in order to progress through a relatively linear series of obstacles. As the player moves, so does the “camera.” Because of that, the background changes frequently, which means that the entire level need not (and did not) fit on one screen. The use of side-scrolling action allowed for the development of much more complex levels. It also increased the game’s replay value, as players might take several attempts to find hidden short cuts, power-ups, and extra coins. Game designer Cliff Bleszinski points to the hidden element of Super Mario Bros. as a big part of its lasting appeal. In the game, objects often appear out of nowhere after the player hits a specific block or jumps into the correct area of the screen. Despite its relatively linear gameplay, the player’s ability to reveal hidden objects helps develop a sense of exploration (Bissell 2010, 53).

Super Mario 64 (1996), the marquee title for the Nintendo 64 system, deepens the player’s freedom to explore. It is the first free-roaming 3D game, and, as such, it allows players to move more or less freely about its massive levels. Miyamoto focused the game design of Super Mario 64 around the creation of dynamic, expressive landscapes rather than linear levels with sets of clearly defined paths. This set the stage in terms of game design for sandbox games like the Grand Theft Auto series and influenced virtually all 3D games, if not games of all types, that followed. In rendering one of the most recognizable video game characters into a more graphically complex game, Miyamoto was able to bring the feel of the traditional side-scrolling 2D platform game into a seemingly limitless 3D environment (Kent 2001, 530).

Cliff Bleszinski, the noted video game designer behind the Gears of War series of shooter games, has identified Super Mario Bros. as the game that has had the biggest influence on him and his work (Bissell 2010, 53). This acknowledgment shows just how far-reaching Miyamoto’s influence is within the world of gaming. After all, the lighthearted nature of many of Miyamoto’s games is part of the reason gaming is often mistakenly seen as a medium that exists only to entertain children. Games like Gears of War, on the other hand, deal with serious themes and are designed for adults and older teens. Nevertheless, the growing acceptance of video games as a suitable form of entertainment for adults in America traces its roots back to the development of a home console market.

Though he is best known for his work as a game designer, Miyamoto is no stranger to creating new and revolutionary gaming hardware. He had a hand in the redesign of the controller layout for the Nintendo 64 system, which led to the development of two major innovations: the analog stick and the rumble pack. The analog stick replaced the directional pad as a way for players to have a more fine-tuned sense of control over characters in any given game. It is now the standard way players control the directional movement of their characters on-screen in most games on all consoles. The rumble pack allowed the controller to vibrate in response to events that occurred on-screen over the course of playing a game. Though it has been used as little more than a gimmick in some games, controller vibration gives game designers the opportunity to engage a player’s sense of touch in a more interactive way, thereby adding a third sensory dimension to the already audiovisual medium of home console games.

More recently, Miyamoto has contributed to some remarkable new gaming interfaces. With the Nintendo DS handheld system, Miyamoto helped pioneer a new way to initiate actions within games by allowing players to use a stylus on a touch screen. Such a system allows for drawing, writing, and other detailed inputs that are simply not possible using a more conventional array of buttons. Miyamoto’s work with the Nintendo Wii, the company’s most recent home console system, has led to the development of motion-sensitive controllers that give players an unprecedented sense of control over and immersion within the virtual worlds of their games.

In 2008, Time magazine named President Barack Obama as their person of the year. Around the same time, the magazine hosted a poll on their website that allowed users to vote for who they thought the most influential figure of the year was. Taking the most votes was none other than Shigeru Miyamoto (Brown and King 2008). He has been called a master of play—the video game industry’s answer to Walt Disney (Paumgarten 2010). Without a doubt, he is one of the most progressive innovators in one of the most cutting-edge entertainment industries in history.

Jason W. Buel

References and Additional Resources

Bissell, Tom. 2010. Extra Lives: Why Video Games Matter. New York: Pantheon Books.

Brown, Scott, and Michelle King. 2008. “The 2008 Time 100 Finalists.” Time.com.

Donkey Kong. 1981. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo.

Funk, John. 2009. “Miyamoto Is Developers’ Hero.” The Escapist. Web.

Kent, Steven L. 2001. The Ultimate History of Video Games. New York: Three Rivers Press.

Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time. 1998. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo Entertainment Analysis and Development.

Mario Bros. 1983. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo.

McLaughlin, Rus. 2010. “It’s-a Mario! A Look Back at the Greatest Franchise in Gaming.” Web.

Paumgarten, Nick. 2010. “Master of Play: The Many Worlds of a Video-Game Artist.” The New Yorker. Web.

Sheff, David. 1999. Game Over: How Nintendo Conquered the World. Wilton, CT: CyberActive Publishing.

Super Mario 64. 1996. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo Entertainment Analysis and Development.

Super Mario Bros. 1985. Kyoto, Japan: Nintendo Creative Department.

Walton, Brett. 2009. “Wii Sports Is the Most Successful Videogame of All Time.” VGChartz.com.

MONROE, MARILYN (1926–1962)

Marilyn Monroe, born Norma Jeane Mortenson on June 1, 1926, experienced an incandescent career in still photographs and motion pictures from 1945 until her death, on August 5, 1962, from what is now widely agreed to have been an overdose of barbiturates. From our current cultural vantage point, the most obvious way Monroe changed the face of entertainment is as a kind of icon, a shorthand circulating to describe a number of things—sexuality, ditziness, vulnerability, glamour, even being caught unawares with one’s skirt blowing up in the wind.

Even now, well over a half century after her demise, Marilyn Monroe reverberates throughout our daily experience as at any given moment there are news stories about pieces of her clothing going on auction, about someone famous having a “Marilyn Monroe” moment, or about a new discovery: a photo, a letter, secret film footage, or some artwork, or book, or movie featuring the star in some incarnation. S. Paige Baty calls Monroe a “representative character,” reading her for “her status as an icon of femininity (both as female body and as sign for ‘woman’), her chronological relationship to the 1960s, her association with the Kennedys, her ‘Americanness’ and that of her biographers, her relationship to simulation and the mass media, her status as mythico-religious figure, and the character of her problematic death” (1995, 20).

Marilyn Monroe clearly made a splash when she first appeared in films, but her influence on the course of entertainment exceeds her movie career. In fact, Monroe is one of a few genuine stars. According to film scholar Richard Dyer, “The star phenomenon consists of everything that is publicly available about stars,” including “pin-ups, public appearances, studio handouts and so on, as well as interviews, biographies and coverage in the press of the star’s … ‘private’ life.” It also includes “what people say or write about him or her, … the way the image is used in … advertisements, novels, pop songs, and finally the way the star can become part of the coinage of everyday speech” (1986, 2004, 2–3). Monroe has appeared in all of these manifestations—advertisements, biographies, films, still photographs, songs (Elton John’s “Candle in the Wind,” most famously), and in everyday speech. As Sarah Churchwell suggests, “Marilyn Monroe participated in creating her own image, worked industriously at playing into it, and then tried, and failed, to discard it. Stereotype proved, in the end, far stronger than she” (2004, 5). The stereotype survives to this day, even as a living Marilyn Monroe does not. Like many stereotypes, however, it has a basis in a life and in some truth, the combination of which changed the face of entertainment.
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Marilyn Monroe, 1955. (The Illustrated London News Picture Library)

It’s important to begin this discussion not with Marilyn Monroe’s films but with her image, as that is what is most familiar to us; it’s what makes her an icon. Most Americans can identify images of Monroe, even if they have never seen one of her movies. As The Unabridged Marilyn puts it, we recognize Monroe as a blonde, with “her hair thrown back in defiance and ecstasy; her lips suggestively parted; her breathy, baby-voiced whisper that seduces us with its innocence; her infectious mirth; and her transparent vulnerability” (Riese and Hitchens 1987, 17). We know this because new photographs are unearthed and auctioned every year, because her “Golden Dreams” nude photo still appears, or is at least referenced, in almost every piece of writing on her, and because nearly every store offers some kind of merchandise bearing this image.

Monroe began her career as a model, and the art of the model pervades all of her work. As Richard Schickel asserts, she has a “command” over the stills that she could never quite acquire over her own acting performances, perhaps because “in her own way she knew as much about passive fantasy as any adolescent mooning over her half-naked images, for had she not spent many a dreaming hour similarly agog over the pages of the fan magazines when she was that age?” (1985, 120–21). The actress is featured in numerous books of photography, most notably collections by Andre de Dienes, George Barris, Eve Arnold, Milton Greene, and Bert Stern.

Monroe’s career coincided with the rise of the pop art movement and her visage served as one of the first iconic images of that movement. Expressionist painter Willem de Kooning created Marilyn Monroe in 1954. The most recognizable art images of Monroe, of course, are Andy Warhol’s 1962 “The Six Marilyns,” silk-screen pop prints of a publicity shot from Niagara (Hathaway 1953). Monroe also inspired works by Claes Oldenburg, George Segal, and Salvador Dali. Discussing Warhol’s Marilyns, Lesser asserts that this one image illustrates “the move towards art-as-commodity and the move toward woman-as-commodity … in a single self-annihilating gesture” (1991, 196). This is the trend that ushered in all other Marilyn Monroe art. Today, in addition to visiting galleries to see collections of art work featuring Monroe, we can stand next to Monroe at Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum in London or stand beneath the skirts of a controversial 25-foot statue of her by J. Seward Johnson Jr., installed in Chicago until 2012. Much of this iconic art is inspired by publicity stills from her films: nearly everyone has seen the still of her from The Seven-Year Itch (Wilder 1955), white dress blowing up at a gust of wind from subway grates, as well as her iconic pose before a series of mirrors in a purple satin strapless gown from How to Marry a Millionaire (Negulesco 1953).

As Churchwell asserts, Monroe’s film roles often “position[ed] her as a model” (2004, 48). Richard Schickel, too, suggests that acting was not Monroe’s forte—she was often “tardy or entirely absent from her sets, … she drove the professionals she worked with, the directors and actors, crazy” (1985, 120). Nevertheless, Monroe acted in 33 total films, even producing and starring in The Prince and the Showgirl (Olivier) in 1957. In March 1954, she was voted Best New Actress of 1953 by Photoplay magazine, and she received a Golden Globe for Best Actress in a Comedy for Some Like It Hot (Wilder) in 1960 (Clayton 2009, 372, 377).

Several of her films were highly successful; several still frequently air on cable television, including Niagara (1953), Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (Hawks 1953), How to Marry a Millionaire (1953), River of No Return (Preminger 1954), The Seven-Year Itch (1955), and Some Like It Hot (1959). Niagara was a film noir and River of No Return a western, but Monroe was most famous for her light comedies. The Misfits (Huston 1961), her final completed film (also Clark Gable’s last film), in contrast, is a dark, tragic portrait of aging and vulnerability. Monroe worked with some of the best directors of the period, including Howard Hawks, Otto Preminger, Laurence Olivier, George Cukor, John Huston, and Billy Wilder.

Part of Monroe’s success can be attributed to her relationship with CinemaScope wide-screen technology, with which she was virtually synonymous. CinemaScope for a time revitalized a film industry threatened by the 1948 Paramount Decree, an antitrust ruling that forced studios to give up their theater chains, and the increasing popularity of television. Reels demonstrating the new technology for industry insiders at the Academy Awards featured the “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend” number from Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, a scene from How to Marry a Millionaire, and a scene from River of No Return. Moreover, as Lisa Cohen notes, CinemaScope and Monroe were perfectly paired representatives of the 1950s mentality regarding “excess, containment, and visibility” (1998, 273).

Still another part of her success is what so many critics recognize in her: vulnerability. Wendy Lesser suggests that Marilyn Monroe’s acting differs from her stills in their presentation of both “the body and the soul.” In her film performances, Lesser suggests while Monroe is fully performing, “presenting herself to our gaze, even flaunting herself with swinging hips and smoochy lips, she nonetheless seems to be hiding, to be shivering in agonized embarrassment behind outward display” (1991, 198).

Monroe wanted to be taken seriously, however. In 1954, she, along with Milton Greene, formed Marilyn Monroe Productions in order to gain better roles. The only film the company successfully produced was The Prince and the Showgirl (1955). Marilyn Monroe Productions was finished by 1957. In 1955, she began taking acting lessons with Lee Strasberg at the Actors Studio in New York. Here, she learned the Method, a style made famous by James Dean and Marlon Brando. According to the precepts of this style, all of an actor’s behaviors were “psychologically motivated.” As a condition of her training, Strasberg insisted that Monroe undergo psychoanalysis (Spoto 1993, 308–12). She continued both psychoanalysis and her association with Strasberg until her death. Evidence of the influence of method acting can be seen in her later performances, including Some Like It Hot and The Misfits.

Despite the way her mouth always seems to be moving more than necessary to speak a line, many have noted that Monroe was a genius comedienne, a moniker rarely attributed to female actors. What makes her funny is that she knows she is a sex symbol and is performing it to the hilt. She modeled herself on Mae West (a campy performer) and influenced Jayne Mansfield, Mamie van Doren, and more recently, Anna Nicole Smith. Saul Austerlitz suggests, “We laugh at her, not with her—at her failed attempts at sophistication, at her naïveté, at her childish enthusiasms, at that deliciously breathy voice. Or at least we think we do” (2010, 153). What we find out from her best roles—her award-winning turn as Sugar in Some Like It Hot stands out—is that her performances were more complicated and more human than those typically turned in by her peers; she knows she’s a joke and a sex symbol, but still demonstrates, as Austerlitz puts it, that “she is a sex object with a soul” (2010, 161). Or, as Ellen Tremper sums it up: “As the decade and Monroe’s career progressed, the comic mode alone revealed the rage for order but also for congenial chaos and carnival, leading to a freer definition of sexuality and sexual relations” (2006, 189). Monroe’s films ushered in a new frankness about sexuality that still colors our behaviors today.

As Austerlitz puts it, “Monroe was one of the first screen icons defined by what they represented, not the roles they played” (152). Marilyn Monroe was most successful in 1953: the year Kinsey’s report on female sexuality was published (the report on male sexuality had been published in 1948), as well as the year the first issue of Playboy was published. Playboy’s first centerfold, Monroe’s “Golden Dreams” photo, stretched to fill two glossy pages rather than the small calendar pages she had been featured in before. Monroe was open about this photo, turning what could have been a scandal into a triumph, as she confessed to the press: “A few years ago, when I had no money for food or rent, a photographer I knew asked me to pose nude for an art calendar. His wife was there, they were both so nice, and I earned fifty dollars I needed very bad.… They want me to deny it’s me, but I can’t lie” (qtd. in Spoto 1996, 212). Marilyn Monroe was the first American movie star at the time proven to have posed for such a photo, but through her confession, she made it a triumph, not a career-killer.

To men in the 1950s, Monroe represented a certain collision of various sexual ideals. Discussing the 1950s concept of “desirability,” or a wife who was both sexual and eager to please rather than be pleased, Dyer asserts that Marilyn Monroe “looks like she’s no trouble, she is vulnerable, and she appears to offer herself to the viewer, to be available” (1986, 2004, 42). Dyer suggests that her unique sexuality “combined naturalness and overt sexuality” (1986, 2004, 33). He goes on to say that the success of this technique was her seeming ignorance of “guilt and innocence—she welcomes sex as natural” (Dyer 1986, 2004, 34). Or, as Norman Mailer saw it, “Sex was, yes, ice cream to her,” and she was “the angel of sex” (1973, 15–16).

Feminists have alternately read Marilyn Monroe as a symbol of all the crimes men have committed against women, as the ultimate example of objectification, and as the triumphant victory of a woman who used sex for her own ends. Molly Haskell asserts that, while now we “canoniz[e] her as a martyr to male chauvinism,” in the 1950s, “women hated Marilyn for catering so shamelessly to a false, regressive, childish, and detached idea of sexuality” (1973, 1987, 254). To women, Monroe was a threatening “sexual competitor” as well as someone who played on “the nagging fear that we might share her feminine fate of being vulnerable, unserious, constantly in danger of becoming a victim” (Steinem 1986, 23–24). Gloria Steinem, in her Marilyn: Norma Jeane, asserts that, “as a child herself, she allows men to feel both conquering and protective; to be both dominating and admirable at the same time” (1986, 23). Steinem even suggests that the 1960s feminist movement solidified Marilyn Monroe’s image as a symbol for feminists: “As women began to be honest in public, and to discover that many of our experiences were more societal than individual, we also realized that we could benefit more by acting together than by deserting each other. We were less likely to blame or be the victim, whether Marilyn or ourselves, and more likely to rescue ourselves and each other” (1986, 28). Monroe thus became a symbol of what feminists fight for and against.

Churchwell calls Monroe a “postfeminist,” a woman who maintains “that sexual display or conspicuous consumption can operate as a form of feminine power” (2004, 25). In other words, Monroe used sex to further her career, perhaps through her willingness to sell her sexuality on the movie screen, perhaps through more calculated liaisons with studio executives. She also fuels debates about female body image. Watching the films now, we might be surprised by how there seems to be so much of her on the screen. She fills out a dress, she’s curvy, her breasts and buttocks jiggle. Marjorie Rosen asserts that she was a representative of 1950s “mammary madness,” an excessively feminine woman to counteract the girlish figures of Debbie Reynolds and Sandra Dee (1973, 283). Today, the Internet ripples with debates about her dress size, many people clinging to the notion that she was a size 16, but Sara Buys of the Sunday Times reported in 2009 that Marilyn was a size 8 for most of her career, with measurements of 36–23–35.

Feminist or postfeminist, disturbing or empowering, Monroe’s frankness regarding sex ushered in a new era regarding sexuality. The film industry’s self-censoring Production Code began losing its grip around 1955, partly because sex was a marketing strategy sure to bring audiences into the theaters because it couldn’t be shown on TV, but partly because Monroe and other actresses were now willing to be frank about sex—and to do it without seeming shameful or wronged in any way. Journalist Richard Schickel heralds Monroe as ushering in a “new age of bold confession,” one in which we still live, that makes the confessions of politicians with mistresses, for example, possible (1985, 114).

Monroe was associated with sexual confession, fueling interest in her life story. She is as famous for her celebrity relationships as for her still images and acting. She began dating baseball star Joe DiMaggio in 1953. They were married in 1954 and divorced in 1955. Although their relationship was tumultuous, DiMaggio arranged her funeral in 1962 and sent flowers to her grave until his death. Monroe married playwright Arthur Miller in 1956 and they divorced in 1961. In the late ’50s and early ’60s, Marilyn Monroe is rumored to have had relationships with Frank Sinatra, John F. Kennedy, and Robert Kennedy. The relationship with Sinatra ended after 1961 (Spoto 1996, 466–67); although Monroe did meet the Kennedys multiple times, and was invited to JFK’s May 1962 birthday gala, in which she sang her famous, “Happy Birthday, Mr. President,” the sexual nature of her relationships with either Kennedy have not been confirmed (Spoto 1996, 486, 489). Monroe was associated with famous men and tumultuous relationships, a gossip columnist’s dream.

Monroe died in 1962, but she is still very much with us today. Impersonators have not failed to capitalize on her image; a Google search for Marilyn Monroe impersonators returns over 30,000 hits. I interviewed three impersonators and found that they perform at trade shows, at festivals and fairs, and at children’s birthday parties and bar mitzvahs (Konkle 2008). The film My Week with Marilyn premiered in 2011, and in 2012 NBC’s Smash depicted the fictional production of a Broadway musical based on Monroe’s life.

Interest in Monroe persists because she is a darling of biographers: such a rich story, so many details to pore over, so tragic, so heartbreaking, and so beautiful. Video biographies abound, as do print biographies. For a discussion of biographies about her over time, see the chapter “Producing the Life, 1946–2003” in Sarah Churchwell’s The Many Lives of Marilyn Monroe. Biographies of Monroe all tell a different story—about her sexuality, her psychology, her misfortunes, the conspiracy of her death. The two most respected biographies of late are Donald Spoto’s Marilyn Monroe: The Biography (1993, reissued in paperback in 2001) and Barbara Leaming’s Marilyn Monroe (1998, reissued in paperback in 2000). Recently, archival material authored by Monroe herself has become available. In 2010, Fragments: Poems, Intimate Notes, Letters was published, and in 2011, Lois Banner and Mark Anderson gathered and published MM-Personal: From the Private Archive of Marilyn Monroe.

Monroe has also been the darling of fiction. Arthur Miller’s After the Fall (1964) was loosely based on his relationship with her. More recently, books inspired by her that have achieved some critical acclaim include Joyce Carol Oates’s Blonde (2000) and Andrew O’Hagan’s The Life and Opinions of Maf the Dog, and of His Friend Marilyn Monroe (2010).

Combined, what do all these images of Marilyn Monroe mean? Churchwell sums it up: “a woman who is natural and artificial, innocent and sexual (Madonna and whore), smart and stupid, safe and dangerous, victimized and powerful, beautiful and grotesque, sex and death, herself and someone else” (2004, 22). In other words, she is capable of meaning everything to everyone—she is a blank canvas on which we project our own fantasies or fears. And the persistence of that canvas throughout the years demonstrates that our fantasies and fears are not yet played out. Having traced the incredible reaches of the radiation of Marilyn Monroe’s light, we can understand why she, perhaps more than anyone, encapsulates what it means to be a star.

Amanda S. Konkle
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MOORE, MARY TYLER (1936–)

In the early to mid-1960s, very few women on television were depicted as strong characters, fierce and independent individuals who defined their own destiny and made their own way in the world. Barbara Billingsley, the earnest and archetypal June Cleaver on Leave It to Beaver, seldom appears as a wise woman dispensing advice to her sons; she is always waiting at home as her men return from school or work to greet them with a smile and a snack. In spite of the name of the show that showcases her talents, in The Donna Reed Show Donna Reed acts as little more than an adoring wife and supportive mother to her doctor husband and their three children. Even Elinor Donahue—who had made her television debut on Father Knows Best, a show title that summed up a generation’s view of the power, authority, and limited roles of which women were capable—who played Elie, a young pharmacist in Mayberry, North Carolina on The Andy Griffith Show, was overshadowed by her male counterpart. In Elie’s case, the good sheriff Andy Taylor almost always won the day, with Elie capitulating somehow to his superior male wisdom. Of course, some shows attempted to make exceptions for this by trying to place women in positions of authority and power, but even many of those women still had to answer to a male authority figure.

In 1961, The Dick Van Dyke Show, one of television’s most beloved situation comedies, debuted, introducing the world to a young woman, Mary Tyler Moore, whose character, Laura Petrie, fit well into the mold of the fawning and loving wife of a husband who worked outside the home and moved freely in the world at large. Yet viewers saw a difference in Laura Petrie; she was often unafraid to challenge Dick Van Dyke on matters regarding their marriage and her role in it. As an artist herself—the two characters met when she was performing on the USO circuit and ended up doing a song-and-dance number together—she had a deep sense of her talents and abilities to contribute to the entertainment world for which her husband was a daily player as a writer for a comedy show. To be sure, many of the episodes involve romantic misunderstandings between the two, and the comedy grows out of the bunglings of a husband who doesn’t understand his wife or a wife who misinterprets her husband’s phone calls. At the same time, the character of these misunderstandings was different than those on other shows of the time. Viewers watched as Laura Petrie asserted her strengths and as Rob (Dick Van Dyke) acknowledged his wife as an equal, asking her to help him write comedy sketches or to perform in skits. Although the Petries’ on-screen marriage resembled many of the on-screen marriages of the time, Mary Tyler Moore brought a new dimension to the relationship, creating a strong woman character who could contribute as an equal partner to the marriage, maintaining and developing her talents on her own and growing robustly into a woman whose opinions and ideas were respected on their own merits. Moore’s Laura Petrie introduced a different kind of female character to television in the early 1960s, and she would further develop this prototype in her film and television career over the next several decades.
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Mary Tyler Moore, 1974. (AP Photo)

At the beginning of the 1970s, television roles for women continued to be very limited, and women were often cast in stereotypical roles of doting mothers and wives, single women searching for a mate, or nurses or teachers whose authority always depended on the strength of a male character. Moore, building on her success as Laurie Petrie in The Dick Van Dyke Show, spearheaded the changes in television in the 1970s regarding the role of women. In the now iconic opening scene of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Moore, having arrived on the bustling streets of Minneapolis to begin a new career, happily tosses her tam-o-shanter high into the air, as if to indicate that she’s arrived, she’s free, and that she’s going to make it in this world. (In fact, as the cap flies into the air, the line “You’re gonna make it after all” echoes from the show’s theme song.) The Mary Tyler Moore Show, which ran for seven seasons (1970–1977), featured Mary Tyler Moore as a single, thirty-something, female television journalist working as a local news producer in a Minneapolis television station. Moore’s show broke new ground for women in television, for here was a single woman—sometimes secure and sometimes not—eking out a living in a new city embracing her dream, challenging her boss (Ed Asner), shaking up the structure of the television station, supervising male colleagues (a difficult experience for some of her male colleagues), and offering a compelling portrait of an independent working woman. Following Moore’s show, roles for women began to change, and television shows began to feature independent working women as central characters more often. Moore modeled such independence in her own life as well, moving beyond the movie and television screens to work tirelessly behind the scenes as a producer and activist to raise not only the profile of women in entertainment but also to bring to public attention the devastating effects of diabetes and to campaign politically for improvements in scientific research on diabetes.

Born on December 29, 1936, in Brooklyn Heights, New York, Mary Tyler Moore led a relatively uneventful childhood. Her father, George Tyler Moore, was a clerk, and her mother, Marjorie (Hackett), was a stay-at-home mom. She was the oldest of three siblings. Her family was devoutly Roman Catholic; her mother had converted upon marriage. Moore attended Saint Rose of Lima in Brooklyn. When she was eight, the family moved to Los Angeles, where she attended St. Ambrose School and then Immaculate Heart High School.

By the age of 17, Moore’s greatest desire was to become a dancer. She soon danced her way into the hearts and living rooms of television viewers as “Happy Hotpoint,” a tiny elf who danced on Hotpoint commercials during the Ozzie and Harriet television series. Although her dancing career proved to be lucrative—she danced in 39 commercials and earned $6,000—it was also short-lived. When she became pregnant, she could not conceal her pregnancy in her dancing elf costume. At age 18, she married Richard Carlton Meeker, and her son, Richard Jr., was born on July 3, 1956. Moore also modeled anonymously for the covers of a number of record albums, and she auditioned for the role of Danny Thomas’s older daughter in his television show, though she did not get the role.

Following her dancing elf days, Moore appeared uncredited as a dancer on Club Oasis (1957), as well as in minor roles in Schlitz Playhouse of the Stars (1959) and Steve Canyon (1959). Her first regular television appearance was as a voice and a pair of attractive legs as she played the mysterious telephone receptionist on Richard Diamond, Private Detective (1959). She also did a guest appearance around this time on the famed movie director John Cassavetes’s detective series Johnny Staccato. In 1960, Moore was a guest star in two episodes of the western series, Overland Trail, and she also appeared that year in The Tab Hunter Show. By 1961, her career had started to blossom, and she appeared as a guest star in several major television shows, including Hawaiian Eye and 77 Sunset Strip. Moore and her first husband, Richard Meeker, were divorced in 1961.

Moore’s career took off in 1961 when Carl Reiner gave her the role of Mary Petrie in The Dick Van Dyke Show, a situation comedy Reiner has based on his own career as a writer for comedian Sid Caesar. Danny Thomas produced the show; Thomas recalled Moore as the girl with the three names, and he remembered having turned down Moore earlier for the role as his oldest daughter. The Dick Van Dyke Show was hugely successful, and although it only lasted for five seasons, it won Moore a place in Americans’ hearts. Her skillful and graceful dancing, her masterful comedic timing, and her energetic acting, along with her tight Capri pants, gained her international popularity. She won an Emmy Award for the show, but she was so certain that this show was the pinnacle of her success that she thought she would never win another Emmy (of course, she did). After the show’s first season, Moore married CBS executive Grant Tinker, with whom she later formed the production company that created The Mary Tyler Moore Show.

Four years later, in 1970, Moore appeared in a musical special called Dick Van Dyke and the Other Woman. The show paved the way for her return to television, and that same year she and Tinker proposed The Mary Tyler Moore Show to CBS, which picked it up. The show featured Moore as a fiercely independent local news producer pitted against a gruff boss and a newsroom of professionals, mostly male, unaccustomed and unprepared to be supervised by a woman. Lou Grant (Ed Asner), Mary’s boss, has little confidence that she can do the job, but through her continued competent work, she persuades him over and over again of her own capability and of the short-sightedness of judging a person’s worth by their gender. The show spun off a number of other shows, including Lou Grant, an hourlong drama that featured Asner; Rhoda, a situation comedy about the ups and downs of life as an independent woman, featuring Valerie Harper, whose Rhoda Morgenstern character was Mary’s best friend on The Mary Tyler Moore Show; and Phyllis, a short-lived situation comedy starring Cloris Leachman, Mary’s friend Phyllis in The Mary Tyler Moore Show. The Mary Tyler Moore Show ran for seven seasons, but it won Emmys in 1975, 1976, and an Emmy for Outstanding Comedy Series in 1977, its final season.

Moore never again achieved lasting success in a long-running sitcom as she did in The Mary Tyler Moore Show. In 1978, she starred in a short-lived series, Mary, which also featured David Letterman and Michael Keaton, but lasted only three episodes. One year later, she tried her hand at a variety series called The Mary Tyler Moore Hour, but even an appearance by Dick Van Dyke was not enough to pump energy into the show, and it lasted only three months. Moore also made a special for CBS called Mary’s Incredible Dream (1979), but it met with poor ratings, and she never tried to revive the idea. Through the 1980s, Moore involved herself in various projects, though none met with the popular acclaim that The Mary Tyler Moore Show garnered. Her 1985–86 CBS series Mary never really got off the ground, and her 1988 series Annie McGuire was short-lived. Moore and Tinker divorced in 1981, and she married Dr. Robert Levine in November 1983. Tragedy struck Moore in 1980 when her son Richie, who was 24, accidentally shot and killed himself while handling a sawed-off shotgun.

Moore continues to make guest appearances on television series. In 2010, she appeared on the TV Land series Hot in Cleveland opposite Betty White, marking the first time the two had shared a set since they had been together on The Mary Tyler Moore Show. Showing her love of parody and irony, Moore made a guest appearance on three episodes of the Fox sitcom That ’70s Show, where she played Christine St. George, a neurotic television show host who acts as a role model for a young woman trying to enter network television journalism. The scenes with Moore were shot on the same soundstage and set on which The Mary Tyler Moore Show was shot in the 1970s. Moore continues to be a frequent guest on numerous talk shows, including The Ellen Show, Oprah, and Good Morning America, as she promotes the causes and charity work in which she is deeply engaged and on which she has promoted her two memoirs: After All (1995), in which she opens up and honestly discusses her alcoholism, and Growing Up Again: Life, Loves, and Oh Yeah, Diabetes (2010), in which she discusses the challenges of life with Type 1 diabetes.

Even as Moore remains best known for her television work on The Dick Van Dyke Show and The Mary Tyler Moore Show, she also tried her hand at the stage, though less successfully than television. In 1966, she starred in Holly Golightly, a musical version of Breakfast at Tiffany’s, which critics panned while the play was still in previews; the production never made it to Broadway because critics objected to Moore’s singing. She had more success in 1980 when she starred in Whose Life Is It Anyway?, which ran for 96 performances on Broadway and Sweet Sue, which ran for 164 performances. Moore appeared in previews of Neil Simon’s play Rose’s Dilemma in 2003, but left the production after a very public disagreement with the playwright. During the 1980s, she and her production company, MTM, produced five plays: Noises Off, The Octette Bridge Club, Joe Egg, Benefactors, and Safe Sex.

Moore also graced the silver screen with her presence over the arc of her career. She made her film debut in 1961 in X-15 (Donner), and she made a number of films in the late 1960s, including Thoroughly Modern Millie (Hill 1967), What’s So Bad About Feeling Good? (Seaton 1968), and Don’t Just Stand There (Winston 1968). She filled these films with her energetic singing and dancing, her comedic talent, and her sexy and attractive presence. Her one film with Elvis, Change of Habit (Graham 1969), wasn’t one of his better films and played to poor reviews. Still, Moore was eventually nominated for the Academy Award for Best Actress for her work in Ordinary People, Robert Redford’s tearjerker about death and family dysfunction (1980). She made a number of made-for-television movies, including Stolen Babies, for which she won an Emmy in 1993.

Much like the strong and independent Mary Richards, Moore not only excelled in acting but also cannily played the role of businesswoman and producer. In 1969, she founded MTM Enterprises, and the company launched The Mary Tyler Moore Show in 1970. MTM later produced a number of popular sitcoms and television dramas, including The Bob Newhart Show, WKRP in Cincinnati, Hill Street Blues, and Newhart, as well as The Mary Tyler Moore Show spin-offs Rhoda and Phyllis. Not content to work only in one medium, Moore’s company also included a record label, MTM Records, which was later absorbed into Capitol Records. During its four-year existence (1984–1988), 52 singles charted on the Billboard country singles chart with artists ranging from Holly Dunn and Paul Overstreet to Foster and Lloyd.

While Moore made her reputation as an actress in situation comedy, film, and theater, she launched a new career as an activist in the late 1990s, speaking in support of embryonic stem cell research and on behalf of animal rights activists and individuals who suffer from diabetes. After her initial diagnosis of Type 1 diabetes at the age of 30, Moore struggled mightily to accept the diagnosis and to learn to live her life in light of her condition, to which she almost lost her vision and one of her limbs. Once she made the decision to accept the changes that her diabetes would make in her life, she began to try to help others live with the condition. Moore is the International Chairman of the Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation International, and she uses her profile to help raise money and awareness of the prevalence of diabetes. In 2007, the organization created the “Forever Moore” research initiative, which supports ongoing work to translate advances in research into treatment for living with Type 1 diabetes. As an animal rights activist, Moore works with Farm Sanctuary to raise awareness about the cruelty of factory farming and to promote the humane treatment of farm animals. Moore is the cofounder of Broadway Barks, an annual animal adoption event in New York City, and she and her fellow actress Bernadette Peters are trying to make New York City a “no-kill” city and to encourage the adoption of animals from city shelters.

Moore has received numerous honors throughout her career, including seven Emmy Awards and three Golden Globe Awards. In 1984, she was presented with the Crystal Award by Women in Film. In 2002, the TV Land network dedicated a statue in downtown Minneapolis to Moore depicting the famous moment from the opening frames of The Mary Tyler Moore Show in which Mary Richards throws her cap into the air. In 2011, the Screen Actors Guild presented Moore with a lifetime achievement award.

The freeze frame of Mary Richards tossing her cap is forever implanted in the memories of a generation of television viewers. That generation came of age during the Vietnam War, the civil rights movement, and the women’s movement, and had seen body bags filled with dead soldiers coming home from the conflict in Vietnam. That generation had seen movies like The Graduate (Nichols 1967), 2001: A Space Odyssey (Kubrick 1968), Easy Rider (Hopper 1969), and The Wild Bunch
(Peckinpah 1969), and was posing new questions to an older generation about freedom, justice, love, and peace. That generation had watched the assassinations of several major political figures, including President Kennedy, as well as a man land on the moon in 1969 and were both unmoored by the changing political landscape and enraptured by the new possibilities of space travel. That generation sought acceptable roles for women and minorities and supported equal rights for all these individuals in the home, the corporate world, and the political sphere. Into this fraught social and political landscape came a strong, independent woman, unafraid to make a new start in a strange place and ready to grab her freedom and make her life her own. Mary Richards’s tossing her hat into the air signified all the freedom that this new generation desired; it symbolized her newfound identity and her chance to make it on her own, without the iron dictates of an older male establishment constraining her. Just as Mary Richards gained her freedom and acted as a role model for a new generation of television viewers, especially women, so too did Mary Tyler Moore seize her own career and freely shape it into a multilayered life in which she took leadership in a number of key areas and changed the world around her for the better.

Henry L. Carrigan Jr.
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MURROW, EDWARD R. (1908–1965)

Born Egbert Roscoe Murrow on April 25, 1908, in Greensboro, North Carolina, Edward R. Murrow would go on to become a seminal figure in American broadcast journalism. Murrow grew up in Washington State (changing his name as a teenager to Edward) and attended Washington State College (now known as Washington State University), where he studied broadcasting, taking a class in radio speaking. The university would go on to name its Communication Department the Edward R. Murrow School of Communication in honor of their most illustrious former student. While at Washington State, Murrow was greatly influenced by Ida Lou Anderson, a speech instructor, who taught him the usefulness of his good looks and embedded in him a deep sense of right and wrong (Murray 1999, 160) which built upon the morality instilled in him by his deeply religious parents (Edgerton 2012). The long-term effect of this early grounding in morality would be the deep-rooted strain of conscientiousness and ethics that would run through Murrow’s work. At the university, he was active in student politics and during his final year was elected student body president.
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Edward R. Murrow, 1958. (Library of Congress)

On graduating from college in 1930 with a bachelor of arts degree in speech, Murrow found his background in student politics helped him on his path to professional success for his first job was as president of the National Student Federation Association followed by a stint at the International Institute of Education, where his role was to encourage international student exchange. In 1935, Murrow joined the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) as the station’s Director of Talks, a role that meant he could use the medium of radio to highlight international cultural events. At this time, radio news was an emerging field of broadcasting viewed with a certain degree of ambivalence—condemned on the one hand for emotionalism and on the other hand praised for making the news more immediate (Seib 2006, 3). As a method for broadcasting information quickly, radio proved to be far better than a daily newspaper since it could report on rapidly changing events as they happened. Indeed, as a result of radio’s ability to bring timeliness and intensity to the news by the start of World War II, over 60 percent of Americans listened to radio news broadcasts (Seib 2006, 3). It was in his new capacity as Director of Talks that Murrow found himself in Europe during the buildup to the start of World War II, reporting from Vienna on Adolf Hitler’s German-Austrian Anschluss. By describing events in compelling and intriguing detail, Murrow was able to capture in words the zeitgeist of the moment.

Murrow’s reports from Europe impressed CBS and caught the attention of listeners. As the Second World War raged across the continent, Murrow based himself in London, reporting from rooftops, rubble-strewn streets, and from the basement of the British Broadcasting Corporation’s (BBC) Broadcasting House in the heart of the capital amid the bombing of the city during the Battle of Britain. The reports crossed the Atlantic via short-wave radio and were then relayed across America on CBS News and quickly became America’s link with events in Europe (Murray 1999, 161). Beginning each broadcast with the phrase “This is London,” the dramatic tone of Murrow’s words perfectly matched the monumental events he would go on to describe—not just the hard facts of the war, but also the emotions of the time. By reporting not only the machinations of politicians but also the thoughts and feelings of ordinary people, Murrow was able to make Americans ask how they would feel if they were being shelled night after night, separated from their children who had been evacuated away to the countryside in order to avoid the bombing raids over urban areas. He risked his own life to report from locations right at the heart of hostilities. Indeed, during the regular German air raids over London, Murrow escaped uninjured when his office was bombed out three times. Experiencing the war firsthand meant that he could make vivid the high drama of the London Blitz, and by describing what he saw in understated, yet highly pictorial detail, Murrow conveyed the feelings of war. This was exemplified in one particularly memorable broadcast in which he described walking home through bomb-ravaged London: “The windows in the West End were red with reflected fire, and the raindrops were like blood on the panes” (qtd. in the New York Times 1965). Murrow even went so far as to fly in 25 combat missions despite the opposition of CBS executives who feared losing their reporter in battle. He would ride in British bombers on night raids over Germany, reporting live on what he termed “orchestrated hell” (qtd. in the New York Times 1965). Toward the end of the war, Murrow accompanied Allied troops as they entered Nazi concentration camps and described in horrific detail the awful sights he encountered. Entering one particular camp, he stated, “If I have offended you by this rather mild account of Buchenwald, I’m not the least bit sorry” (qtd. in Murray 1999, 161), thereby revealing that he understood the power of his words and hoped to shock his American listeners, to galvanize them into forcing U.S. politicians into standing with Britain against Nazism (Seib 2006, ix). Indeed, it has been said that Murrow “moved in tandem with Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill to push the United States away from its self-deluding notion that it could go its own way, safe amidst the world’s storms,” but rather had to stand up against Hitler’s Germany (Seib x). While Murrow was not the sole radio journalist to report from World War II, the vividness of his images was such that he became “the eminent symbol for broadcasting” during the conflict (Edgerton 2012).

The CBS bosses were so impressed by Murrow’s reporting that after the war he was made vice president of news and public affairs at CBS News, and with producer Fred W. Friendly, was permitted to broadcast a radio series, Hear It Now. By this time television had been invented, and Murrow and Friendly converted Hear It Now into See It Now, thereby making Murrow one of the first television newsmen (Murray 1999, 161). See It Now ran from 1951 to 1958 and set the standard by which all news and current affairs programs would be judged. Indeed, the program’s eye for innovation, honesty, and informativeness made See It Now the most honored show of its era, winning four Emmy Awards for Best News or Public Service Program and accolades from the New York Newspaper Guild and Saturday Review magazine. The program also collected the award for Look magazine’s Best Public Affairs Series, the Robert Flaherty Award for Creative Achievement, and the Alfred I. duPont-Columbia University Award. See It Now also won prestigious Peabody Awards in 1951 and 1957, and Murrow was awarded a Personal Award by the Peabody Board in 1953 for his work on the show.

As producers of See It Now, Murrow and Friendly proved to be innovative from the start, and See It Now fundamentally changed the nature of news gathering for television by having its own camera crew that could capture images on 35mm film. This was in contrast to other news programs of the era, which relied on newsreel companies to provide visuals; the footage shown on See It Now had a freshness that added to its visual impact. In order to allow the visuals to retain their power, Murrow and Friendly decided that the show’s visuals would not be accompanied by music, a first for television news. The program also created the first autonomous news unit, made up of individuals including Joe Wershba and Ed Scott as reporter/producers, Don Hewitt as director, and Palmer Williams as production manager as well as newsreel cameramen Charlie Mack and Leo Rossi. Murrow acted as editor in chief, and Friendly took the role of managing editor. See It Now also differed from other news shows of the time by stipulating that all interviews be unrehearsed (Simon 2012). This sense of innovation extended to the choice of the show’s set. In order to stress that See It Now was a serious current affairs program rather than an entertainment show, Murrow and Friendly decided that the show would be broadcast from the control room of Studio 41 in New York City, thereby retaining the image of a real newsroom. Also, it was decided that Murrow would be shown sitting in front of monitors and seeming to control the images entering the studio. This gave the impression that he was a figure of authority and knowledge (Rosteck 1994, 50–51). The groundbreaking nature of See It Now was further demonstrated in the first edition of the show, which opened with simultaneous live views of San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge and the Brooklyn Bridge in New York. This was unprecedented in 1951, as Murrow made clear when he intoned “For the first time in the history of man we are able to look out at both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts of this great country at the same time” (qtd. in Rosteck 1994, 20).

Ironically, for a program that would prove so controversial, See It Now began as a fairly gentle show with episodes focusing on subjects such as stuntwomen and symphony orchestras. Indeed, some critics of McCarthyism were disappointed by what they considered the nonconfrontational nature of See It Now, arguing that Murrow, as an influential journalist who had come to represent American courage and freedom during the Second World War, should comment on a troubling issue that threatened civil liberties (Rosteck 1994, 22). However, the later, controversial direction the show would follow was hinted at in an edition broadcast on November 23, 1952 that looked at the refusal of a New York high school to allow the use of its hall by organizations that refused to swear an oath of national allegiance. This was the first of Murrow’s programs to look at issues of McCarthyism and the first to look at the small picture in order to investigate a subject within a larger context.

Murrow went on to investigate McCarthyism in three further editions of See It Now, two of which would go on to attain legendary status in the annals of broadcasting history. The first of these, “The Case of Milo Radulovich, A0589839,” broadcast on October 20, 1953, centered on Milo Radulovich, a lieutenant who had been asked to resign from the Air Force Reserve. When he refused to resign, Radulovich was investigated by the Air Force Board, which decided that though his loyalty was assured, he represented a security risk as it was believed some members of the Radulovich family were sympathetic to Communist causes. Murrow and Friendly wanted to examine the anticommunist paranoia of the time and decided to use the Radulovich story as a focal point around which to build a program. By centering the program on a true-life case, Murrow was able to tackle a big issue yet make it pertinent to his viewers. On a personal level, the program’s highlighting the lack of evidence against Radulovich resulted in him being reinstated to the Air Force with his reputation restored. On a wider scale, Murrow was able to open debates about national security and to suggest that to investigate an individual’s political persuasions was a thoroughly un-American thing to do, going against American values of personal freedom. “The Case of Milo Radulovich” (as the program became known) asked the viewer to focus on both the personal tragedy facing Lt. Radulovich as well as the large-scale social tragedy of anticommunist paranoia.

The Radulovich program attracted the ire of Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, the Republican Junior Senator from Wisconsin who had become the public face of anticommunism by claiming that a large number of Communist and Soviet spies had infiltrated the federal government and other bodies of authority. This had resulted in widespread fears of Communist subversion in America. In November 1953, McCarthy indirectly threatened to expose Murrow as having worked for the Soviet Union in the 1930s since Murrow’s name appeared on a list of students and teachers who had entered into exchanges with the Soviets during the period. This veiled threat angered Murrow and led to the second, and possibly most renowned, edition of See It Now; on March 9, 1954, Murrow fronted a special edition of See It Now entitled “A Report on Senator Joseph McCarthy.” Though this program would come to be viewed as one of the defining moments in the history of television, at the time the subject matter proved so contentious that Murrow and Friendly had to pay for the newspaper advertisements publicizing the show themselves as both CBS and the show’s sponsor, Alcoa, the Aluminium Company of America, refused to do so.

“A Report on Senator Joseph McCarthy” ran for 30 minutes and used excerpts from the senator’s own speeches to highlight the inherent contradictions of McCarthy’s proclamations, his intimidating tactics, and his unjust technique of guilt by association. Over the years, Murrow had become a somewhat heroic figure for having represented “the values of American freedom” in the face of foreign barbarism, whether during the Blitz or at the liberation of Buchenwald (Muhlmann 2008, 95). He had added to his all-American persona by presenting Person to Person (1953–1961) in which he interviewed Hollywood stars including Marilyn Monroe and Harpo Marx, as well as figures such as John F. Kennedy and John Steinbeck. While some colleagues, such as Friendly, may have felt that conducting celebrity interviews diluted Murrow’s claim to serious journalism, these interviews enhanced his popularity with the American public. The popularity of Person to Person meant that it reached a far larger audience than See It Now, so when Murrow criticized McCarthy on See It Now he was able to reach a more broad-based audience, thus making his attack all the more powerful. The millions of viewers who tuned in to Person to Person felt an affinity with Murrow and trusted that he had America’s best interests at heart. To the American public, he was an “incontrovertible representative of the collective American identity (of ‘us’)” and so, on the whole, they sided with Murrow, concurring that McCarthy’s anticommunist investigations went against the values of individual liberty, which they believed Murrow defended (Muhlmann 96). By coincidence as much as design, one week after “A Report on Senator Joseph McCarthy” aired, See It Now broadcast “Annie Lee Moss Before the McCarthy Committee,” a program focused on the underhanded congressional investigations that fed McCarthy’s sensationalist claims. Annie Lee Moss was a Pentagon employee accused of holding Communist sympathies since her name appeared on the mailing list for the Daily Worker, the newspaper of the American Communist Party. Moss was brought before a Senate subcommittee over which McCarthy presided, and during the hearing it became apparent that the evidence against Moss was insufficient at best. CBS allowed McCarthy a reply to “A Report on Senator Joseph McCarthy,” but as Murrow’s program consisted largely of the senator’s speeches, the only things to refute were his own words. McCarthy’s rebuttal only deepened the public’s belief in Murrow’s view of the senator and strengthened the nationwide backlash against McCarthy. The importance of Murrow’s anti-McCarthyism programs cannot be stressed enough. Not only were they a forerunner of the modern documentary film, but the power of Murrow’s charisma and the persuasive nature of his argument undoubtedly helped to change the minds of viewers who may have been either neutral or pro McCarthy. The anti-McCarthy editions of See It Now “brought the terror McCarthy wrought squarely into America’s living rooms, and the response was overwhelmingly against McCarthy” (Reynolds 2005).

See It Now continued to be broadcast during prime-time hours until 1955, when the show’s format changed to that of hourlong special editions. During the 1954–1955 season, See It Now had continued to court controversy, firstly by interviewing J. Robert Oppenheimer, an advisor to the Atomic Energy Commission who had been dismissed after being accused of being a Soviet spy, and then documenting issues of desegregation in southern towns. However, the provocative nature of See It Now would ultimately lead to the program’s downfall as Alcoa withdrew its sponsorship after the show featured a story on a land scandal involving the company. CBS began to tire of the controversies associated with the show and had started to worry about how much it cost to produce, especially when compared to profitable entertainment programs such as game shows (Simon 2012). The balance of television broadcasting was shifting in favor of pure entertainment, and from 1955 until the show was canceled three years later, See It Now endured ever-decreasing airtime and more infrequent scheduling. The special editions of See It Now reflected this shift, for though the program broadcast interviews with world figures such as Yugoslav leader Marshal Tito, the programs tended to focus on well-loved American entertainers such as Danny Kaye and Louis Armstrong. Fittingly for one who had made his name documenting the horrors of World War II, the final episode of See It Now, “Watch on the Ruhr,” saw Murrow return to Germany to report on the mood of the nation post war. That See It Now was now to become a series of one-off special editions meant that Murrow had time to pursue other activities. For instance, in 1956, Murrow appeared as the on-screen narrator of the prologue in Michael Todd’s film Around the World in 80 Days. This was not Murrow’s only foray into cinema; he played himself in Lewis Gilbert’s 1960 British war film Sink the Bismarck!, recreating some of his reports from the London Blitz.

Murrow stayed with CBS until 1961. Toward the end of his career, he, along with Friendly, produced hard-hitting documentaries for the CBS Reports series, most notably “Harvest of Shame” which looked at the plight of migrant farmworkers. Soon after the program aired, legislation was passed to protect the rights of such workers. The successor to See It Now, 60 Minutes, adhered to the magazine news format invented by Murrow and Friendly, which prevails to this day. It is noteworthy that 60 Minutes was created by a team who had worked on See It Now—Joe Wershba, Palmer Williams, and Don Hewitt.

In 1961, the newly elected president, John F Kennedy, invited Murrow to become the director of the U.S. Information Agency. Murrow accepted and found himself being reported on rather than doing the reporting. He stayed in the position until 1964, by which time he had become ill with the cancer which would ultimately lead to his death in New York on April 17, 1965. Somewhat ironically, one of Murrow’s visual trademarks was his ever-present cigarette, and during the 1954–55 season of See It Now, he had examined the link between smoking and lung cancer. During his lifetime, Murrow garnered a host of awards and accolades including five Peabody Awards for excellence in broadcasting (1943, 1948, 1951, 1954, 1959), the Medal of Freedom (America’s highest civilian honor), and, in March 1965, Britain dubbed Murrow an Honorary Knight Commander of the Order of the British Empire in recognition for his contribution to the nation during the Second World War. An innovative and courageous pioneer of radio and television broadcasting, Murrow brought difficult, controversial, and important subjects to the attention of the American public while defending universal ideals of truth, freedom, and justice.

Victoria Williams
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NIXON, AGNES (1927–)

Agnes Eckhardt Nixon, known as “The Queen of Soaps,” has written and produced numerous daytime dramas. She changed entertainment by creating memorable characters and then using character-driven dramas to educate her audiences as she entertained them. Nixon’s winning formula encourages her audiences to get to know the characters and then uses this audience familiarity to teach about pressing social issues. Her groundbreaking characters and stories have influenced many people and changed the face of daytime television, earning her the respect of both viewers and her peers.

Born on December 10, 1927, Agnes was the only child of Harry Eckhardt and Elizabeth Dalton, parents who divorced early in her lifetime. Agnes, who attended Catholic schools, was raised in Nashville, Tennessee, by her mother and aunts. Although she planned to be an actress, Agnes eventually changed her focus to writing during her years at Northwestern University. While her father, who paid for her college education, hoped that Agnes would come to work for his burial garment business, his daughter had different plans. Trying to squelch her writing ambition, Mr. Eckhardt arranged a meeting between Agnes and Irna Phillips, one of the pioneers of radio drama. He may have regretted this move, because Phillips soon hired Agnes. By 1948, she was writing for Phillips’s Women in White radio show.

In addition to her radio work, Agnes was involved with the early years of television. While writing for Philco Playhouse in 1950, she married Robert Nixon and moved to the Philadelphia suburbs. The next year, she was the cocreator of the television soap opera Search for Tomorrow. Although Nixon did not remain with the show for long, it was the beginning of what would become her lifelong passion. Meanwhile, Nixon continued writing for shows such as Cameo One, Somerset Maugham Theatre, Studio One, and Robert Montgomery Presents.

In the middle of the decade, when a new writer was needed for Guiding Light, Irna Phillips tapped her protégé. Nixon wrote scripts for both the live television and radio versions of this Procter and Gamble soap opera. While continuing Guiding Light, Phillips and Nixon worked together to create a new show, As the World Turns, which premiered in 1956 as the first 30-minute soap opera.

Nixon assumed the reins of Guiding Light from Phillips, becoming head writer in 1959. She used this opportunity to educate viewers as she entertained them. In 1962, when discussing many women’s issues was still taboo, Nixon decided to present a uterine cancer story. Inspired by a friend who had suffered from this disease, Nixon wrote a story line that had Bert Bauer, a major character, learning that she had uterine cancer. While owner Procter and Gamble initially balked, they eventually agreed to present the story. Although she was not allowed to use the words “cancer,” “uterus,” or “hysterectomy,” Nixon created a story that taught countless women about the importance of pap smears. The impact of Bert Bauer’s story could still be felt 40 years later, since Nixon received a Pioneer Award from Sentinel for Health in 2002 for educating so many about this type of cancer during her Guiding Light days.
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Agnes Nixon, 2005. (AP Photo/Stephen Chernin)

In 1965, Another World, a soap created in 1964 by Phillips and William Bell, was not succeeding. In an attempt to rescue it, Procter and Gamble recruited Nixon. She added humorous characters to the show and also created a love triangle that captivated viewers. One member of this triangle was Rachel Davis, a character who, like her creator, suffered from an absent father. The passionate, dark-haired Rachel fought for the affections of Steve Frame, a handsome architect. Her rival was the more placid, fair-haired Alice Matthews, the younger daughter of the wealthier Matthews family. This “good girl/bad girl” triangle with Steve continued over several years. Suddenly, the show that had been on the chopping block became the second most popular daytime drama.

When Nixon’s success at Another World caught the attention of ABC, that network asked her to create a new daytime serial. Nixon had proposed a new series called All My Children to Procter and Gamble a few years earlier, but scheduling issues had prevented its release. Erroneously believing that the quality of the work was the problem, Nixon did not present this show to ABC. Instead, she created One Life to Live, originally called Between Heaven and Hell. The busy scribe wrote both Another World and One Life to Live for a six-month period.

One Life to Live, which debuted in 1968, was set in Llanview, Pennsylvania, a fictional town located close to the Pine Valley of her earlier All My Children script. Even more diverse than Another World’s Bay City, Llanview’s residents included the middle-class Irish Rileys and Polish Woleks, the Jewish Siegels, and the African American Sadie Gray along with the wealthy Lords. From the outset, Nixon presented viewers with social issues. As the result of the pressure to please the overbearing Victor Lord, his daughter Victoria (Viki) had developed what was then called multiple personality disorder. Nixon explored this issue through highlighting the differences between the serious and refined Victoria and her humorous and coarse alter ego, Niki Smith. The love triangle she created between Viki/Niki, Joe Riley, and Vince Wolek, touched on gender and class issues, as well as the disorder. During the decade following Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, and in the midst of the women’s movement, Nixon presented the pressures facing many women through an extreme example.

Another pertinent contemporary issue was also broached through a love triangle. In 1969, two male doctors were interested in actress Carla Bernari. Carla’s kiss with Dr. Price Trainor, an African American physician, raised the eyebrows of many, who were alarmed by this interracial pairing. The network received letters, and one station in Texas dropped One Life to Live. Remaining viewers were even more shocked when they learned that Carla, a character they thought they knew, turned out to be Clara, the often-discussed long-lost light-skinned African American daughter of Sadie Gray. At that point, it was Carla’s previous romantic ties with the white Dr. Jim Craig that caused controversy. Agnes Nixon developed complex characters and then challenged the audience members to question their own views on race.

The next year, Nixon chose to use young Cathy Craig as the focus of a drug addiction story. To help Cathy deal with her problems, she was brought to Odyssey House in New York City. Here, Cathy was involved in group counseling with actual people who were getting treatment at Odyssey House. During the story line, the network provided a public service by presenting viewers with contact information about Odyssey House. Nixon brought her viewers into a world that not many had known existed, teaching them compassion and mixing reality with fiction. Her groundbreaking work instigated a New York Times article about the story line, which likely grew the audience for the show as it informed more of the public about a way to help troubled teens. Susan Lucci, who would later portray Erica Kane on All My Children, recalled watching the Odyssey House story and seeing the contact information for the help line on her television. Like many viewers, Lucci was impressed by this socially conscious story line.

Nixon made a particularly important move in 1971 by hiring Erika Slezak as the new Victoria Lord; she would play the part for the next 40 years. The next year, Viki’s sister, Meredith Lord Wolek, was the focus of a story about stillbirth and postpartum depression. In her attempt to educate the audience about the important topic of postpartum depression, Agnes Nixon brought in popular psychologist Dr. Joyce Brothers to counsel Meredith. Soon after, continuing to address social issues, Nixon once again used Cathy Craig as a way to reach her viewers. Cathy, now a newspaper writer, penned an article about venereal disease. Her article, which was actually written by Agnes Nixon, was available to any viewers who wanted to receive a copy. While Nixon ended her tenure as cowriter of One Life to Live in 1973, she continued to serve as a consultant until 1975. By that time, she was focusing all of her attention on All My Children.

Although she had retired her All My Children script to her drawer in the 1960s, Nixon resurrected it when ABC came to her for another soap opera. As the 1970s began, Nixon and her husband, Robert, joined forces to establish Creative Horizons. Through this venue, she had more creative control over both One Life to Live and this new daytime offering. All My Children first appeared on January 5, 1970. Nixon served as executive producer, a post she would hold until 1981, and head writer, which she would be until 1985. Her first major story, one that was highlighted in promotions for the new show, related to the Vietnam War, a topic on the minds of most Americans. Rosemary Prinz, a well-known actress, was hired to portray Amy, a mother who protested the war, while another actress portrayed a mother who supported it.

Amy’s story became more complex when it was revealed that Philip Brent, one of the young people in the story, was actually her son, not her nephew. Amy’s interactions with Nick Davis, Philip’s biological father, kept viewers riveted. Meanwhile, the unaware Philip was in the midst of a romance with Tara Martin, the daughter in the family that was the focus of much of All My Children’s action. Nixon’s characters, including Tara’s father, Dr. Joe Martin, his wife, Ruth, and his mother, Kate, resonated with viewers of different ages, while her focus on families of several types highlighted the importance of these emotional intergenerational ties.

Nixon established a close yet difficult relationship between the exasperating Erica Kane and more grounded single mother, Mona. As Susan Lucci recalls, Nixon’s use of humor in that relationship was something new. Lucci notes that Nixon understood the Erica character and that, right from the beginning, the writer was able to make Erica sympathetic. Since Erica, like the character of Rachel Davis before her, had been abandoned by her father, Nixon could relate to the young woman’s pain.

The teenage audience could identify with the daily dramas of Philip, Tara, Erica, and wealthy Chuck Tyler. Philip Brent was drafted in 1972, just as the draft in the country was ending, but the story was important nonetheless. However, a 1973 story regarding Erica was even more groundbreaking. Soon after the Roe v. Wade decision, Nixon decided to have Erica Kane choose her modeling career over motherhood. Erica’s abortion and resulting infection garnered much attention to the topic and the show.

As the Vietnam War raged on 1974, the topic was once again tackled with sensitivity by Nixon. Philip Brent was rescued in Vietnam by a Vietnamese man who lost his legs during the attempt. Philip’s reentry to the world he had left, as changed as he was, helped to bring understanding to the millions of soldiers who were returning to the United States. That year, she also dealt with how plastic surgery changes a life, as character Margo Martin had a facelift when the actress who portrayed her did.

The Nixons’ Creative Horizons sold their shows to ABC in January 1975, and Agnes focused on writing All My Children. Her 1976 teenage prostitution story, focusing on 16-year-old Donna Beck, her coworker Estelle, and the controversial characters Tyrone and Billy Clyde Tuggle, introduced countless viewers to a new world. Nixon’s sympathetic Donna and Estelle, the violent Tyrone, and the often humorous Billy Clyde gave human dimensions to people whose professions were frequently stereotyped.

The popular All My Children expanded to an hour in 1977, and by the 1978–1979 season it was the #1 daytime serial. One notable addition during this time period was the character of Tad, portrayed by Michael E. Knight. This boy, found in a park, was eventually adopted by Joe and Ruth Martin. In 1978, his abusive father, Ray Gardner, returned to wreak havoc on Pine Valley’s residents. In one of the most harrowing scenes on soaps to that point, Ray Gardner raped Ruth Martin. Having a soap matriarch violated in this manner drew wide attention to the topic of rape.

A love story between the wealthy Nina Cortlandt and her doctor, Cliff Warner, was a popular one in 1980. When the diabetic Nina had laser surgery to reverse diabetic blindness, millions in the All My Children audience learned about this new surgery. Nixon’s attention to this social issue, as well as her overall quality work, was widely appreciated. In 1984, she received both the Super Achiever Award from the Junior Diabetes Foundation and the Wilmer Eye Institute Award.

Like a decade earlier, the early 1980s on All My Children also focused on young love and friendship. However, this group was even more diverse than the Phil, Tara, Erica, and Chuck teenagers had been. When Tad Martin’s sister Jenny arrived in town, accompanied by her quirky mother, Opal, she became attracted to wealthy Greg Nelson. Despite problems from Greg’s snobby mother, the pair eventually married. They were close friends with two African American teenagers who also fell in love. While Angie’s refined parents resisted her interest in the less sophisticated Jesse Hubbard, the aspiring doctor found him captivating. The friendship of Jenny and Jesse, which Nixon used to illustrate that friendship for youth can be color-blind, was an important part of the teen story.

A 1983 story line focusing on Devon McFadden highlighted two other social issues. After this stay-at-home mom was seen struggling with an alcohol problem, she addressed her addiction by visiting Lynne, a female psychologist. Devon’s counseling turned into an early television story related to female homosexuality when Devon questioned her attraction to her lesbian psychologist. Nixon chose this story line because one of her high school friends had been a lesbian, but the topic was too controversial for the time period.

More palatable to the audience was the riveting story of cocaine addiction that played out at points over the four-year period between 1983 and 1987. Professor Mark Dalton, Erica Kane’s half-brother, used cocaine to cope with his personal problems. Four years later, when he again suffered from his addiction, Erica arranged an intervention for Mark. Tying into the fear of the AIDS virus that was gripping American society at the time, Nixon interjected an AIDS (as HIV was called at the time) scare for Mark. For a time, he feared that he had contracted AIDS by sharing needles with someone who was found to have the disease.

Nixon did not end her exploration of AIDS with the Mark Dalton story. After introducing the character of Cindy, who fell in love with kind artist Stuart Chandler, Nixon had the character learn that she had AIDS. The reaction of people in Pine Valley was highlighted by the reaction of Sky Cudahy, whose fear of AIDS almost caused her to kill Cindy. Although Cindy lost her battle with the disease, Nixon won by presenting a timely social issue and showing empathy for everyone affected by it.

During her tenure as head writer between November 1989 and May 1992, Nixon was able to woo Genie Francis, who had been extremely popular as Laura Spencer on General Hospital, to All My Children. Ceara Connor, Francis’s character, was involved in two controversial stories. One was an older woman/younger man romance and the other an incest story. As the story of Ceara’s childhood incest was revealed, the public learned about the long-term effects of incest from the victim’s perspective.

Nixon served a brief stint as interim head writer in 1995, then returned as co-head writer between mid-1999 and early 2001. Her stories during the late 1990s included one about Michael, a teacher, who was slowly presented as gay. Nixon was careful that the audience came to know the character as a person before his sexual orientation was revealed. Again, she developed a character that the audience could empathize with before using the character to explore a social issue.

In mid-October 2000, it was announced that Agnes Nixon would step down as head writer of All My Children to be a story consultant for ABC Daytime. One of her last stories was an extremely memorable one. If audiences were surprised by the Michael story, watching Erica Kane’s daughter Bianca, whom they had “known” since birth and had seen suffering with an eating disorder, come out of the closet must have been shocking. In a sensitively written story, Nixon presented the issue from the viewpoints of both mother and daughter. As story consultant, Nixon continued to be involved with the lives of the people of Pine Valley. She was in front of the screen in 2005, when she appeared as Agnes Eckhardt, a hospital board member with her maiden name, for the show’s 35th anniversary.

While she was writing All My Children during the 1980s, Nixon was busy with other projects. In 1981, a few years after Roots and during the era of the popular nighttime soaps Dallas and Dynasty, she contributed her own story to the nighttime world. The Manions, a six-night series starring Pierce Brosnan and Kate Mulgrew, brought Nixon’s Irish roots to the prime-time audience. In addition, she created another daytime drama. Loving, which made its debut in June 1983, was based in the college town of Corinth. Having a college campus as the focal point was a new angle for the soaps. In addition to acknowledging and attempting to attract the vast college audience, Nixon and Douglas Marland’s new soap had the opportunity to show people in and out of academia from a variety of economic and social backgrounds. Along with creating the Vocheks, including idealistic television reporter Merrill Vochek, the wealthy Forbes family, and the even wealthier Aldens, Nixon nodded to her earlier work through Vietnam veteran Mike Donovan. After a few years, Loving shifted writers and styles and morphed into The City.

Nixon’s work has been appreciated by her viewers and peers alike. Over the years, she has received numerous awards, such as the 1981 Trustees Award for Continued Excellence from the National Academy of Arts and Sciences, the 1984 American Women in Radio and TV Communicator Award, and the 1993 Gold Plate Award from the American Academy of Achievement. She was inducted into the Soap Opera Hall of Fame in 1994, was honored at the Soap Opera Awards in 1996, and was a 2005 Honoree of “She Made It: Women Creating Television and Radio” at the Paley Center for Media. More recently, Nixon received a Lifetime Achievement Award at the 2010 Daytime Emmys.

In April 2011, ABC announced that All My Children would end in September 2011 and One Life to Live in January 2012. Nixon expressed her sadness at the demise of her creations, but she noted her gratitude for the ability to both entertain and educate the viewers though these shows for decades. After thanking cast, crew, and fans, she pledged her commitment to finding a way for the shows to endure. Rumors circulated that Nixon attempted to buy the shows back, but that ABC rejected her overtures. Word soon emerged that Lorraine Broderick and Agnes Nixon were writing the final months of All My Children.

Viewer response to the ending of Nixon’s shows was a tribute to her influence on the genre. Months of protesting and boycotting the goods of ABC sponsors appeared to have paid off, since it was announced in July that the shows would be continued online through a company called Prospect Park. Through her web page, Nixon announced the deal between ABC and Prospect Park and was optimistic that she and the writing team would continue to find success. Nixon expressed her gratitude to the fans who had worked so tirelessly to save the shows.

As All My Children’s days on ABC drew to a close, Nixon was present as both writer and actress. On the August 31, 2011 episode, she once again portrayed hospital board member Agnes Eckhardt. While Nixon and her fans were saddened by the end of All My Children’s run on ABC, they looked forward to the new version on the Online Network, Prospect Park’s planned venue for All My Children and One Life to Live.

Unfortunately, just days after the last episode of One Life to Live was taped in November, Prospect Park announced that it would not be bringing All My Children and One Life to Live to the Online Network. Cast members and fans alike expressed their dismay about the loss of their beloved shows. A group of fans united in support of Nixon, calling themselves her SWANs (Stand with Agnes Nixon). The SWANs formed groups on Facebook and Twitter to advocate for Nixon’s inclusion as a 2012 Kennedy Center honoree and to support her efforts to save her shows, which would ultimately pay off as after a two-year hiatus Prospect Park brought them back online in April of 2013.

Before the cancellation announcement, Nixon participated in one of the last episodes of One Life to Live. On the show that aired on January 12, 2012, she portrayed Agnes Dixon, the creator of Fraternity Row, a long-running soap opera that was ending. Through her fictional character, Nixon shared her thoughts about her many stories and characters. As the last of her soap operas ended its run on ABC, viewers were able to listen to Nixon’s reflections on her work and further prove herself as a tireless woman who has played such an influential role in the world of daytime drama.

MaryKate McMaster
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PARKER, TREY (1969–), AND MATT STONE (1971–)

Clearly, Trey Parker and Matt Stone are two different people. They are presented here, however, as a single entry, as it would be impossible to talk about the work of one separately from the other. Though they are two people, they have produced a single body of work. They have been astoundingly close and consistent collaborators since their days as film students at the University of Colorado at Boulder. From their first film, Cannibal! The Musical (1993), to the failed pilots for the television show Time Warped (1995) to the most recent season of their hit show, South Park (1997–), they have rarely done so much as give an interview apart from one another. Their close collaboration has led to a unique and remarkably consistent artistic vision throughout all of their work.

Though Parker and Stone have made several entertaining films that have found success with niche audiences, created a handful of other television shows with varying degrees of success, and cowritten and coproduced The Book of Mormon, a Tony Award–winning Broadway musical, their most influential work is still South Park, their animated Comedy Central series. After 15-plus seasons on the air, it would be difficult for any show not to change the landscape of American entertainment in some meaningful way. When South Park first aired, it broke all of the rules regarding what could be done on television. It also broke the unwritten rules of who could make television and how audiences could receive it. The show intentionally and repeatedly violates the boundaries of “good taste.” In the process, it has helped to completely redefine what sort of material is acceptable to air on television. While South Park is not solely responsible for the changing standards of what makes for acceptable television, it does deliberately and self-consciously make a practice of violating any standards, societal values, and cultural norms its creators might perceive at any given time. Because of its no-holds-barred attitude toward American culture, it helped accelerate the expansion of what counts as acceptable television and, because of television’s omnipresence in American life, what counts as acceptable entertainment for mass audiences.

South Park premiered in an era when such feel-good, sanitized programs as Friends (1994–2004) and Home Improvement (1991–1999) were among the highest-rated programs on television. Needless to say, South Park functioned as a strong antithesis to practically everything that such popular shows represented. Mainstream prime-time television looked sleek, clean, and had high production values. South Park presented its characters as construction paper cutouts against crudely drawn backgrounds. Popular programs frequently centered around romances between attractive adults. South Park centered around four third-grade boys who, with the exception of the plus-sized Eric Cartman, are only distinguishable from one another thanks to their consistent choice of clothing. Mainstream television comedies tended to embrace wit, sentimentality, and laugh tracks. South Park clung to profanity, vulgarity, and fart jokes. Most other shows on television, purposefully or not, tended to reinforce the values of mainstream culture. South Park actively sought to destroy celebrities, politicians, religious figures, and anyone or anything that represented mainstream culture.
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Trey Parker and Matt Stone, 2004. (AP Photo/Ric Francis)

South Park clearly had no intentions of playing by the traditional rules of what is acceptable on television or in society generally. The show primarily revolves around four boys—Stan, Kyle, Kenny, and Cartman—and their adventures in the small mountain town of South Park, Colorado. Rather than present a wholesome, traditional view of the values of Middle America as such a setup could easily do, the show does everything it can to tear apart such values. Each episode opens with a tongue-in-cheek disclaimer stating that the following content is so offensive and inappropriate that it should not be viewed by anyone. The very first episode, “Cartman Gets an Anal Probe,” features eight-year-old boys being gruesomely killed, making a game of kicking their baby brothers, projectile vomiting on their girlfriends, and, as the title suggests, being anally probed by alien “visitors.” In a less offensive but equally audacious illustration of the show’s opposition to the values of Middle America, the episode also directly suggests the idea that the cows of the town of South Park are much smarter and more important than the human inhabitants.

More recently, the show’s subject matter has pushed the boundaries of acceptable material even further. Parker and Stone have made jokes out of domestic abuse, child abuse, suicide, the word “queer,” and childhood diabetes. All of that material comes from just one episode, “Elementary School Musical.” The fact that Parker and Stone are now freely able to use such potentially offensive subject matter as a source of humor in South Park reflects the changing standards of American audiences, values that have shifted largely in the wake of the show itself.

Television scholar Brian Ott suggests that South Park is television about television (2007, 165). As such, the show provides a running commentary on the mass media and American culture more generally. In the first episode, Cartman not only gets an anal probe while aboard the alien spacecraft, he also winds up with a case of pinkeye courtesy of former Happy Days (1974–1984) star Scott Baio. Unexplained references to other pieces of pop culture such as this one are common in South Park, and references to other television shows are particularly common. Most often, though, South Park directly references other shows as a way to comment on them, usually by means of parody. Seemingly every popular program has been referenced if not thoroughly satirized on South Park at one point or another: from animated programs like Family Guy (1999–2002, 2005–) to teen dramas like Dawson’s Creek (1998–2003) to reality programs like Jersey Shore (2009–) to classic sci-fi like Star Trek (1966–1969). It is entirely possible that South Park will be even more influential on American entertainment in the future because of the way it chronicles and catalogues other television programs and pop culture in general. Because most episodes of South Park are filled with references to and commentary on pop culture, each episode serves as a sort of snapshot of what works Parker and Stone deemed noteworthy during any given week. Because of their eclectic tastes in the sort of entertainment they enjoy, this leads to an inclusion of everything from films, television events, sporting events, and news stories to popular video games, the hottest YouTube videos, and the newest electronic gadgets.

In his studies of fan and audience responses to television, Jonathan Gray has observed that shows like South Park, with frequent parodies of various television genres, can have a big influence on the way we view older programs (2010, 34). To borrow Gray’s example, the sentimental and upbeat outlook of a show like Full House (1987–95) might be charming on the first viewing. However, after viewing South Park’s frequent commentaries on the American sitcom, it becomes much easier to see shows like Full House as being formulaic to the point of self-parody. Even if one does not agree with South Park’s take on a certain program, genre, or format, it becomes difficult if not impossible to set its commentary completely to the side and go on viewing the original work being parodied in the same way again. Since South Park’s bread and butter is providing exactly such cultural commentary, it becomes enormously influential not just on the work that new entertainers are producing, but on the very way that audiences perceive and make sense of that entertainment. In this way, South Park is conditioning its viewers to be more critical consumers of pop culture. It even encourages audiences to turn a critical eye on the show itself through its frequent self-references and self-parody.

South Park is particularly critical of celebrities and anything having to do with celebrity culture. This seemingly deep hatred of all things famous manifested itself early and often and has lasted over the course of South Park’s history so far. In the episode “Big Gay Al’s Big Gay Boat Ride” in the show’s first season, Parker and Stone even go so far as to cast George Clooney as the “voice” of Stan’s gay dog, Sparky. In doing so, they reduce one of America’s most famous stars of film and television to a role that consists entirely of barking and panting. In other instances, the show inserts photographic images of celebrities into otherwise animated scenes in order to use a celebrity’s star image without his or her consent, as was the case with an image of David Hasselhoff that was substituted for the face of the schoolteacher, Mr. Garrison, after having plastic surgery to improve the look of his nose in the Season 1 episode “Tom’s Rhinoplasty.” More often than not, though, Parker and Stone simply recreate caricatures of famous people to make fun of. In many cases, their caricatures of celebrities have become closely tied with the public image of the figure they represent. Toni Johnson-Woods gives the example of the marionette version of Kim Jong-Il used in Parker and Stone’s film Team America: World Police (2004), which was often shown on news programs that were reporting on the actual Kim Jong-Il (2007, xi). South Park’s characterization of Mel Gibson as a stark raving mad anti-Semite was a way of poking fun at Gibson’s public image, but it also helped contribute to the way Americans came to view Gibson. This public image was later solidified after Gibson’s very public meltdown. Parker and Stone’s generally anticelebrity views have certainly helped develop cultures of antifans and given them plenty of ammunition to work with.

Parker and Stone’s work would not have been influential enough to change American entertainment in any significant way if South Park had not been extremely popular. As with any important cultural artifact, a positive response from some audience over a reasonably long period of time is necessary for the work to have much significance or really say anything important about the society that embraced it. In the case of South Park, its almost immediate and long-standing popularity is not just a reason to look more deeply at the show itself. Instead, the show’s success was in and of itself a phenomenon that changed the shape of the American television landscape and, by extension, American entertainment as a whole.

Comedy Central, the channel that would eventually be the home of South Park, was a fledgling network and was available in just over nine million households in the days before the show premiered. After the first 13 episodes of South Park had aired, the buzz around the show created such an increased demand for it that Comedy Central became available in over 50 million households (Johnson-Woods 2007, 8). In less than a year, the network went from being off the radar for much of the American public to being a significant presence in cable television.

Comedy Central recorded the first profit in its history just four months after South Park debuted (Johnson-Woods 2007, 6). In its second season, the show claimed the highest Nielsen ratings for any television program in the history of basic cable to that point (Cardwell 1998, 52). At the time, South Park was drawing audiences that were over five times larger than those for the average Comedy Central program (Johnson-Woods 2007, 6). The network used the show’s massive and almost instant appeal to draw viewers in to its other programs that were not as well known. This strategy ultimately led to drastically increased ratings across the board for virtually all of Comedy Central’s programming (Johnson-Woods 2007, 7).

Programs like The Daily Show with Jon Stewart (1996–), despite already being on the air, had only been able to reach fairly small, niche audiences. Thanks in large part to the dramatically increased number of television sets tuned in to Comedy Central to see South Park, programs like The Daily Show were able to become wildly popular as well. Something like The Colbert Report (2005–), a cultural tour de force in its own right, would never have had the chance to reach such large audiences and be so successful without the demand for Comedy Central that South Park single-handedly created.

South Park helped kick-start an era of television when audiences expect shows to be extremely current. The show marries the up-to-the-minute references commonly seen only on news networks with animation, a form that traditionally takes months to produce a single episode. It also directly parodies the cable news format, which affects audience’s later viewings of such programs (Gray 2008, 152). Typically, each episode is produced in less than a week and not finished until the day it is set to air (Driver 2010). This quick pace of production allows the show to address specific, recent issues, as opposed to a show like The Simpsons (1989–), which relies on satirizing broader issues and trends (Gournelos 2009, 16). In some ways, the production of South Park much more closely resembles the production of a video podcast than a traditional animated television series: each episode takes just a week to make, Parker and Stone oversee every aspect of production, and nearly all of the work is done electronically. The immediacy of the show’s cultural references afforded by the fast-paced production also make the show particularly well suited for Internet distribution.

Indeed, Parker and Stone’s work has helped to change the shape of television distribution. South Park encourages audiences to question what counts as television in the first place. In addition to being extraordinarily influential on television producers as well as viewers, South Park helped begin the transformation of American television away from being distributed and viewed exclusively through physical television sets. Parker and Stone’s most significant, lasting influence will likely be their contributions to the way the Internet is used as a means for distributing and exhibiting television shows as well as the way it is used to build fan communities and foster constructive exchanges of knowledge. South Park has had a monumental effect on web culture, including but not limited to the use of the web to distribute television programs.

Television, of course, is both the name of a medium and the name of the physical device used to distribute and view works within the medium. That is to say, South Park is television, but so is the 15-inch Toshiba set on which I watch South Park. What happens, then, when audiences no longer watch television on television? Does it make sense to think and talk about television shows as television after it has become possible to view these shows without the need of a television set? In many cases, even when viewers have the option to view a program on television, it is preferable to watch it online instead. The Internet may provide audiences with the opportunity to watch a program long before it is first broadcast on television. Time-shifting through various means is becoming increasingly common as a way for viewers to take control over when they watch by recording, playing and pausing at will, fast-forwarding through commercials, and rewinding to review key scenes. The Internet as a means of television distribution, however, has always allowed such features as long as the person using it has access to sufficient bandwidth and the proper software. Another aspect of the Internet that makes it even more appealing to some viewers as a means of accessing television programs is the way it allows them to both view the program and discuss it with others at the same time. As a means of distribution, the Internet is fundamentally different from traditional television precisely because of the potential for simultaneous consumption and dialogue as well as the ability to access the primary bit of entertainment alongside and at the same time as other secondary materials like reviews of past episodes, interviews with a show’s creators, filmographies for the actors involved, and others.

South Park asks audiences to question where the line between television and web video lies and if such a distinction is even useful in the first place. Not only was the show one of the first programs to be widely distributed on the Internet, but also it had already attained a sizable following on the web before the pilot episode was aired on television. Parker and Stone got their big break by producing The Spirit of Christmas (1995), which was a follow-up to an earlier student film of theirs with the same title. The Spirit of Christmas was one of the first videos to “go viral” on the Internet (Mittell 2010, 299). It essentially is South Park before there was a South Park: it is construction paper cutout animation, many of the characters look and sound alike, and many of the themes that will come to be commonplace in South Park are already present in the video.

The first fan website devoted entirely to South Park was created nearly a year before the show even premiered on television (Johnson-Woods 2007, 54). Shortly after its Comedy Central premiere, at least 250 separate fan websites had popped up (Marin 1998, 56). In recent years, the show’s official website, southparkstudios.com, has managed to centralize many of the roles of these fan sites by providing and regulating discussion boards, flash games, behind-the-scenes information, and whole episodes via streaming video.

Parker and Stone’s work with South Park also anticipated the DVD bonus features, particularly the commentary track, which are now almost a mandatory requirement for most films and television programs released on home video. The duo filmed introductions to each episode for the VHS versions of the first two seasons of South Park. These introductions proved that there was audience demand for such supplementary materials. They also set the tone for commentary tracks for many comedy films: a hint of behind-the-scenes authenticity with lots of irreverence and factual inaccuracy thrown in for the sake of humor. After DVD became the preferred medium for home video releases, Parker and Stone began to provide fans with short commentaries on each episode. These “commentary minis” adopt a tone similar to the earlier VHS skits, though with a heavier emphasis on behind-the-scenes information and an eye toward presenting what Parker and Stone’s intentions for each episode were at the time of production.

Though the team’s influence on American culture extends beyond their contributions to a single television series, South Park is their longest-running and most clearly influential work. The show helped revolutionize the way Americans get their television as well as the way fans are able to feel a deeper sense of immersion in and interaction with their favorite shows. South Park demolished the boundaries of what can be considered acceptable programming. It continues to serve as an archive for and critical commentary on other television shows and all things pop culture. Parker and Stone have changed the landscape of American television, and their influence on the web, on fan cultures, and on entertainment in general does not appear to be going away anytime soon.

Jason W. Buel

References and Additional Resources

Cardwell, Annette. 1998. “South Park Flush with Success.” Boston Herald, May 20.

Driver, Dustin. 2010. “South Park Studios: No Walk in the Park.” Profiles, Apple Inc., September 22. Web.

Gournelos, Ted. 2009. Popular Culture and the Future of Politics: Cultural Studies and the Tao of South Park. New York: Lexington Books.

Gray, Jonathan. 2010. Show Sold Separately: Promos, Spoilers, and Other Media Paratexts. New York: New York University Press.

Gray, Jonathan. 2008. Television Entertainment. New York: Routledge.

Johnson-Woods, Toni. 2007. Blame Canada! South Park and Contemporary Culture. New York: Continuum.

Marin, Rick. 1998. “The Rude Tube.” Newsweek, March 23.

Mittell, Jason. 2010. Television and American Culture. New York: Oxford University Press.

Ott, Brian L. 2007. The Small Screen: How Television Equips Us to Live in the Information Age. Malden, MA: Blackwell.

South Park. 1997–present. Created by Trey Parker and Matt Stone. Comedy Central.

PRESLEY, ELVIS (1935–1977)

If there are any doubts as to Elvis Presley’s lasting influence on American entertainment, one need only stroll down the strip in Las Vegas. There, various incarnations of the dead singer prowl through neon nights in perpetual performance as Elvis impersonators. Chapels charge an extra fee to have Elvis presiding over patrons’ nuptials, and “Elvis sightings” indicate that many still cannot accept the untimely death of the musical icon. Dubbed “the King of Rock and Roll,” Elvis’s musical influences synthesized the subversive music of the time with his own sound, paving the way for many artists to come. Socially, Elvis was a shot in the arm for the repressed 1950s crowd, and his gyrating hips earned him the nickname “Elvis the pelvis.” Although he enjoyed great fame during his time, Elvis’s memory has been burned into American entertainment. In Elvis: What Happened (1977), David Marsh from Rolling Stone explains “Elvis was not a phenomenon. He was not a craze. He was not even, or at least not only, a singer, or an artist. He was that perfect American symbol, fundamentally a mystery, and the idea was that he would outlive us all …” (qtd. in Marcus 1991, 5). In a way, if our memories are any indication, he did.
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Elvis Presley, 1961. (Library of Congress)

Elvis’s rise to fame was not an easy one, and one that was almost missed. He grew up in a working-class family and studied to become an electrician before even stepping into a recording studio. At the age of 11, he received his first guitar, simply because his family could not afford him the bicycle he actually wanted. As he got older, Elvis began performing with that same guitar at his church and at talent shows, bringing the black gospel music he heard on the streets and in gospel bars to the forefront. As he began to obtain recognition for these performances, Elvis stepped into the studio, making a demo right out of high school. Sam Phillips, the owner of Sun Studios where Elvis happened into, saw potential in “the very idea of a young, strange-looking white boy who could croon and bark like a country Negro [and who] could set the world on its ear and subsequently bridge the racial gap between the struggling, but eminently gifted, black songsters, and the ultraconservative landscape of postwar America” (qtd. in Campion 1996). Phillips almost immediately paired the singer with guitarist Scotty Moore, bassist Bill Black and drummer D. J. Fontana, where the four created a “sound dripping with jazzy drawl” (Campion 1996). Phillips stated, “I can’t describe to this day what Presley did. But he had it in abundance” (qtd. in Kellner n.d., 5). Elvis came out of the blue, and had an indefinable allure about him, that, lucky for America, Phillips picked up on.

Elvis and the other three musicians began touring for Sun Studios after recording over 20 songs, but Elvis’s huge success was overnight “a success story of epic proportions, the American Dream of fortune and fame unchained … [he] served as a figurehead for the look of the rest of the decade and the early part of the next” (Campion 1996). As Campion further explains, “Elvis became the quintessential figurehead for the evils of music and frivolity in the young, restless hordes of the postwar generation bloated with dreams and time their parents never knew. The strange, hypnotic rhythms of black country blues and the raw sexuality of the performance literally sent shock waves through the core of a patently conservative America. For the first time since WWII, young Americans thumbed their noses at their parents’ beliefs and ideological foundation … And standing in the crossfire as the shining symbol of this uncharted path was Elvis Presley” (1996)

Similarly, in his essay “The Elvis Spectacle and the Cultural Insecurities,” Douglas Kellner writes:

Elvis was the first white male superstar rock hero to mobilize the affective economy of repressed sexuality and youth revolt that was a central feature of the emergent rock culture … The early Elvis on this reading was a subversive character who incarnated rebellious energies and thus was a progressive figure in the conservative and conformist 1950s who prefigured and helped prepare the ground for the culture of the 1960s … The rock music of the 1950s was arguably the voice of youth culture and Elvis became the voice of youth, the first musical icon of the rock and roll youth culture, the voice of his generation who expressed its longing for freedom and individuality, romance and love, erotic gratification, and acceptance and belonging. (n.d., 4)

In December 1956, after the singer had begun filming his first of a series of movies, Wall Street announced that Elvis merchandise had grossed $22 million, making 1956 his pivotal year. The 21-year-old singer had five #1 pop singles, two #1 pop albums, and record-breaking television and personal appearances, which, as his official website claims, caused him to “become one of society’s most controversial figures. His unique blending of white country and gospel music, black R&B and gospel, white pop music, his particular brand of charisma and talent, and the resulting success and controversy, have helped him greatly to begin, without premeditation, a cycle of change in music and pop culture and the mores of American society” (“Biography” n.d.).

It was not enough for Elvis to experience the fame he did solely for his music, but in August 1956, he began filming his first movie, Love Me Tender (Webb 1956). In addition to acting, Elvis recorded several songs for the film, and the movie was a great success. On his third and final appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show in promotion of his movie, Elvis was only shown from the waist up, demonstrating an interesting time for censorship. His success encouraged him to continue filming movies, and within two months he began filming Loving You (Kanter 1957), and nine months later his third movie, Jailhouse Rock (Thorpe 1957), premiered in Memphis.

In Dead Elvis: A Chronicle of a Cultural Obsession (1991), Marcus indicates that some were scornful of Elvis’s vast success. “On ABC one saw Chuck Berry, who had never hidden his bitterness at the fact that it took a white man to symbolize the new music Berry and others, Elvis among them, had created …” (4). Elvis stood as the white front man for the black musicians, popularizing the black music blossoming in the racially insensitive ’50s and ’60s. As Roy and Aspell (1998) write: “Elvis was the first white man to top all music charts, including the black rhythm and blues lists” (6).

In 1954, when Elvis’s first recordings were released, several important steps toward racial equality were occurring in the South: First, Brown vs. Board of Education, which ruled that the separation of black and white students in Kansas was in violation of the Constitution; and second, the rise to prominence of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Peter Guralnick, author of two noted biographies on the singer, states that it was “no accident” that Elvis’s first recordings were released when they were. Deanie Parker, president of the Stax Museum of American Soul Music in Memphis questions, “Who’s to say Elvis wasn’t really black … He sounded black, he grew up in a black neighborhood, attended a black church and his musical influences were black.” She continues, “I think the acceptance of Elvis went beyond race … Some in the African-American community resented Elvis, but I have to say the vast majority of blacks embraced him because he had such respect for black music and African American culture …” (as cited in Violanti, 2007).

In December 1957, Elvis received his letter indicating he had been drafted, and he joined the U.S. Army in March 1958, still staying in the public eye while receiving his army haircut and doing his final recording session. While Elvis’s musical and movie career suffered some lag during his time in the army, afterward he was featured on Frank Sinatra’s variety show, for which he was paid a record amount for that time period. Although he had been worried about his career upon his exit from the army, Elvis still had top-of-the-chart hits and continued to film motion pictures.

Elvis’s fame continued to grow, and the singer/actor experienced success through the sixties and married his girlfriend, Priscilla, in 1966. Two years later she gave birth to a daughter, Lisa Marie. The music scene which Elvis was pivotal in creating began to change, but he maintained his position as a front runner, demonstrating the timelessness of his soulful music. Later, he signed a 57-show contract to perform in Las Vegas and once again broke all of the records for previous concert attendance. It is here that Elvis began appearing in simple single-colored outfits, which morphed into the sequined jumpsuit that has become his trademark. In 1971, he was named one of the Ten Outstanding Men of the Nation by the U.S. Junior Chamber of Commerce. A great honor, the award signifies the acknowledgment of Elvis’s body work and shows an appreciation for his music and acting.

The force with which Elvis threw himself into his work and the resulting decline in health began to result in hospitalizations and canceled shows; however, his work continued to garner top ratings and overwhelming adoration from legions of fans. The previously slender and lithe man began gaining weight and, many suspect, abusing drugs. On August 16, 1977, Elvis was discovered dead, alone in his bathroom, with a belly full of junk food, bringing to light the tragic last years of the performer. But not even death could detract from his widespread influence. At 42, Elvis had appeared in 33 movies and had cumulative record sales that topped one billion. Since his death he’s had his own postage stamp, inspired millions of Halloween costumes, been on a Visa card image, and his grave and home see over 750,000 visitors each year. In fact, according to Roy and Aspell’s The Essential Elvis (1998), Graceland, the artist’s home, attracts more visitors today than it ever has. Every year on the anniversary of his death, anywhere from 10,000 to 70,000 people go to Memphis to pay their respects, which is incredible compared to the 800 or so people who commemorate John Lennon’s death in New York (186). There remain more than 500 Elvis fan clubs worldwide, with membership in excess of one million, and over 700 books have been published about “the King,” with new ones still being regularly released. The collections of his performances, particularly Elvis—The Greatest Performances, Volumes 1 and 2, have consistently sold well over the years (Roy and Aspell 1998, 187). Even today, more than 30 years after his death, record companies release compilations of Elvis’s greatest hits, and his patented hip thrusts, half sneer, and flashy jumpsuits can still be seen across the world.

Interestingly, despite his massive success, or maybe because of it, as Roy and Aspell explain, “Elvis suffers from a serious image problem. Too many people see Elvis as the perverse joke that the media often portrays him to be, and far too many believe that he was only an evil-tempered, obese drug addict” (1998, 187). Whether or not this stems from human nature’s almost innate need to pick apart the most successful figures in the public arena is unclear, but Elvis’s music has stood the test of time and seems destined to survive for the long haul, with the depiction of a very different man behind it. For as Roy and Aspell note, “In the end, nothing can take away from the fact that Elvis Presley was a working–class hero because he dared to be different. Even though he was often criticized for his independence and rebelliousness, Elvis continued to express his uniqueness and open the doors to social freedom. The King was the fiercest hurricane in music and popular culture in the 20th century. He still touches our hearts and souls in profound and gentle ways that revive our spirits and rekindle our faith in the future” (1998, 191).

However people choose to view him, the Elvis craze is going strong. Douglas Kellner, in his essay “The Elvis Spectacle and the Cultural Industries” (n.d.), recounts visiting Mexico in the early ’90s and finding Elvis’s likeness on a tapestry next to Che Guevara and Jesus Christ, demonstrating that long after his death there is a continued celebration of his artistry. This speaks volumes of his impact on the world, not only in music but also in culture. Already a legend in life, Elvis became a symbol in death. According to Bobbie Ann Mason, “Some people refused to accept the news of his death … He became a barometer of the culture, a sort of hillbilly voodoo doll … Many may have found it preferable to reduce Elvis to a symbol, because Elvis made them uncomfortable. For some he represented the dark forces, a crude creature from the lower classes; for others, he represented innocence, and the destruction of innocence is an unbearable sight …” (2003, 3). Mason’s description seems to hit the nail on the head. From his humble beginnings in Tupelo, Mississippi, Elvis’s rags-to-riches story stands as an inspiration to some and an annoyance to others, while still others consider the singer’s story a great American tragedy. Even so, the negative publicity he has received after his death shows how widespread his fame really was.

Clearly, it was more than Elvis’s sultry singing that made him “the greatest musical and cultural force of the twentieth century.” Indeed, he also “broke down sexual, artistic, and even racial barriers … enlightening our ways of relating to on another … the King’s mystique is so embedded in the historical foundation of youthful rebellion that it is difficult to imagine what would be considered ‘hip’ or ‘cool’ today without him” (Roy and Aspell 1998, xiii). In addition to the music, Elvis’s mannerisms, dance moves, and lyrical content were vastly different than the popular music of the time, immediately causing concern and censorship, the controversy once again contributing to his widespread appeal. As Mason illuminates:

[Elvis’s] emergence in the mid-fifties was so sudden, his music so fresh, his personality so evocative that he could not be labeled. People went crazy. There has never been a mania quite like it. Teenagers went wild with excitement; their parents went wild with anxiety over Elvis’s overt sexuality … Elvis’s celebrity was an amazing American phenomenon, and the entire nation was gripped by it.… Outside the South, the public found him frighteningly uncouth—a redneck from a backward, bigoted region.… On the other hand, Elvis swept up marginal groups of people with a promise of freedom, release, redemption … he violated taboos against personal expression and physicality … Rock-and-Roll had been brewing for years, but its defining moment was Elvis. (1991, 5–6)

Elvis was proof that sex sells, and offering such “overt sexuality” to a repressed culture was refreshing, and just what people of the time were thirsty for. True to form, Elvis not only influenced the musical attributes of others, but also broke down the boundaries of clothing and style. As James Campion explains, “Presley looked like someone dropped out of a spaceship. The crossover sexuality of the hot pinks and jet blacks, thin ties, baggy pants and white shoes that would hang from his lithe body like a uniform of peculiarity were the precursor of every pop star who followed … He was the inspiration for a generation of rock stars who took misfit alienation to new levels.…” (1996). Similarly, Kellner strives to uncover more reasons Elvis, out of all the other singers, held a widespread appeal, writing, he “embodied in a particularly striking and dynamic way the key dramas of sex, race, and class which were central to the American experience … Moreover, as a working class figure from humble origins, he embodied the American dream of climbing up the class ladder, of transcending the limits of class, of realizing the fantasy of wealth and success, and thus showed that the American dream was possible—at least for megastar entertainers” (n.d., 2).

Although a large part of his success seems to stem from being in the right place at the right time, Elvis Presley was both a formative player in the American music and entertainment scene in the ’50s, ’60s and ’70s and also a major component of American culture. His synthesis of black spirituals, blues, gospel and the new stylings of rock and roll paired with his smoky, powerful voice and rebellious aesthetic created a nationwide craze that remains unmatched. Elvis’s songs “live on in that realm between need and desire, out of which they emerged, articulating basic human needs—for love, for sexuality, for understanding and acceptance, or moving on to something new after one has suffered heartbreak and rejection” (Kellner n.d., 6). These timeless themes play an enormous part in why Elvis will always be seen as one of the most important influences in American entertainment and culture. As Pulp Fiction’s Mia Wallace (Uma Thurman) explains to Vincent Vega (John Travolta), “My theory is that when it comes to important subjects, there are only two ways a person can answer. Which way they choose tells you who that person is. For instance, there are only two kinds of people in the world, Beatles people and Elvis people. Now, Beatles people can like Elvis and Elvis people can like the Beatles, but nobody likes them both equally. Somewhere you have to make a choice. And that choice tells you who you are” (Tarantino 1994).

Regardless of whether one is a Beatles or an Elvis person, it is undeniable that Elvis paved the way for the explosion of rock-and-roll music in American culture. Truly, Elvis is such a defining character, his music and spirit will live on in American culture for decades to come.

Lucy Mrvichin
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PRYOR, RICHARD (1940–2005)

Richard Franklin Lennox Thomas Pryor III had a long name and an even longer resume. His career as a performer, writer, and producer spanned more than four decades in the various entertainment mediums of comedy clubs, film, and television. Most popularly known as a comedian, Pryor redefined stand-up with his witty, honest, and often brash commentary on people and society. Often referred to as the first “crossover” comedian, Pryor appealed to racially diverse audiences and was described by comedian Louie Anderson as being “the first guy to bring whites and blacks together in an audience” (Biography.com 2008)

For the black community, his appeal was his use of language and jokes blacks previously only shared among themselves. This humor gave blacks who did not necessarily grow up in an African American community an important connection to their cultural heritage. For the white community, the appeal was a comic whose use of exaggerated racial stereotypes allowed them to laugh at themselves. Much of Pryor’s material was drawn from observations of the tumultuous times in which he worked. The early to mid-1960s represented a cultural shift away from the conservative 1950s and incorporated the revolutionary ideas of young people, resulting in real change in the cultural fabric of America. The racial politics of the 1960s, including the civil rights movement; the racially motivated riots in the Watts section of Los Angeles, California; the assassination of President John F. Kennedy; the war in Vietnam; and the rise of the “hippie” subculture were all influences on Pryor’s act. New visual artists such as Andy Warhol began to appear. Books and literature by authors such as Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, and Sylvia Plath were creating new insights into the feminist movement. College campuses became places of protest, and a rising counterculture forming around drugs, sex, and rock and roll was spreading throughout the nation.

Pryor didn’t initially utilize comedic skills for the witty and stinging cultural commentary for which he is now famous. His original approach to comedy was to keep his act honest but lighthearted. He accomplished this by mimicking popular mainstream comedians of the time such as Bill Cosby. But, clean, conformist humor did not suit his personality, and he became frustrated with this method. He did not define success by his ability to copy what others were doing, and he felt this was not being true to himself. His comedic contemporary George Carlin followed a similar path, forsaking innocuous material for biting social observations.

After Pryor experienced his epiphany in the late 1960s, he began to focus on cultural commentary and his own life experiences. New topics included startling stories from his childhood: He had been raised in a brothel, so he began to do impersonations of winos, recall his experiences with drugs and alcohol, and draw on his personal struggles, both mental and physical. Delivering this material no-holds-barred and laced with expletives created a connection with audiences who purchased millions of comedy albums, bought countless film tickets, and tuned in to popular television programs. Richard Pryor was one of the first comics to bring black and white audiences together through his groundbreaking style and influenced stand-up comedy as well as every future comic. As comedian/actor Steve Harvey summarized in a 2006 Jet magazine tribute article, “There was none better before and won’t be after him. Richard Pryor is the true king of Comedy” (61).

Born in Peoria, Illinois, on December 1, 1940, Pryor’s childhood was anything but ordinary. His mother worked as a prostitute in one of the several brothels operated by his grandmother, whom he referred to as “Mamma.” His father operated a pool hall and was his primary caregiver along with Mamma. He has described his childhood years as having some happy moments, but as generally a struggle. Peoria was a difficult place for black people. Those lucky enough to have a job at all mostly worked in the area slaughterhouses. There were only two restaurants in the city that served blacks. Stories of hangings were common. Most of the people surrounding him as a young boy were winos, drug users, and prostitutes.

[image: image]

Richard Pryor, 1977. (AP Photo)

In this bleak environment, Pryor discovered a talent for making people laugh. In his 1995 autobiography, Pryor Convictions and Other Life Sentences, he recalls how he was able to get laughs by sitting on a railing of bricks and purposefully falling off. He relished the attention and took pleasure in his ability to elicit laughter. But, as Pryor knew, life was too often devoid of laughter. Expelled from school during the eighth grade at the age of 14, he saw a future of odd jobs as a janitor, meat packer, or truck driver. With few opportunities at home, the army seemed a promising option. Pryor enlisted in 1958 and served until 1960, when he was discharged following a fight with another solider.

By 1962, Pryor had started working as a stand-up comic on the “Chitlin Circuit,” an informal chain of nightclubs owned, managed, and attended by blacks. His comedy routine consisted of social critique, including stories of the prostitutes, winos, and other characters he had grown up around. But there was a desire to play for larger audiences. After reading a 1963 Newsweek article about Bill Cosby, Pryor decided to pack his belongings and move to New York City. Pryor idolized Cosby, a man whose world could not have been further from his own. Raised in a middle-class Philadelphia neighborhood, Cosby was a star to both white and black audiences with his mainstream humor. Pryor recognized Cosby had the ingredients for success in mainstream America, so he modeled a stand-up act after him. Working the nightclubs of New York and drawing on the influence of comedian Lenny Bruce as well as Cosby, Pryor found some early success. He performed on bills with such famous personalities as Bob Dylan and Richie Havens and received some early mentoring from Woody Allen.

In 1967, while working on his first comedy album, a career-defining event occurred. Despite his early success, Pryor was becoming increasingly frustrated with his persona and struggled to define himself and his comedy message. In September of that year, an offer arrived to perform at the Aladdin Hotel in Las Vegas, which at the time was one of the most well-known properties on the Las Vegas Strip. On the night of the show, Pryor was introduced and walked onstage to a round of applause from the sold-out crowd. As he recounts in his autobiography, once onstage, he looked into the audience, saw Dean Martin, and froze. This freeze was not from fear or stage fright, but as Pryor looked at Martin he said he imagined what Martin was thinking about him at that moment and was not happy with what he imagined the image to be. As a result, he had a breakdown, realizing he did not know who he was. The person he had created seemed to be a phony image, and he felt his image was not the true Richard Pryor. He looked out at the crowd and said, “What the (expletive) am I doing here?” (Pryor and Crimmins 2006, 22). Then he turned and walked off the stage.

This epiphany was rooted in years of trying to imitate Cosby, conform, please the mainstream white audience, and avoid become entangled in the politics of the 1960s. For Pryor, it was time to end the charade and find himself. Paul Mooney, a friend and fellow comedian, took Pryor to Redd Foxx’s club in central Los Angeles. He later described it as the right place for him to be at the right time, a stage where he could experiment with more natural material in front of a black audience. He also worked the New York City nightclubs that would let him try out his new material. For some, it was too edgy. His personal breakthrough came in Berkeley, California. Pryor literally tossed away his old life and opened up to absorb the reality around him: drugs, hippies, Black Panthers, Malcolm X speeches, music, and so forth.

He started to find himself and his comic voice. He created a new narrative story line of jokes consisting of real-life experiences. He did not just comment on politics of the time but incorporated his personal experiences, his demons, and stories of his prostitute mother. His commentaries on race, sex, and drugs were brutally honest and created laughter, but they were also controversial. These changes in material were matched with a change in delivery that was free-flowing, animated, and notably laced with profanities. This was the first time the word “nigger” was used in his stand-up routines outside the Chitlin’ Circuit.

Pryor is said to be the person who brought the word “nigger” into mainstream entertainment culture. While this was a common cultural term used during the time among black people and derogatorily by others, it was not commonly used in racially mixed situations. Pryor’s new provocative and controversial style overlooked the term’s offensive nature. He even used the word in the title of his 1974 album, That Nigger’s Crazy. The album was a huge hit with people of all races and won a Grammy Award for best comedy recording. Part of Pryor’s new comedy appeal was his edgy use of swear words and politically sensitive terminology, including many jokes describing the differences between “white folks” and “niggers.” He spoke freely because he viewed his humor as color-blind. But during a 1979 vacation to Africa, he had a second epiphany that would again change his career. After experiencing the culture in Africa, where black people were not the minority, he reconsidered his use of the word “nigger” and disavowed ever using it again. After having his first breakdown because, as he said, he wasn’t being true to himself and was overly conventional, Pryor was experiencing discomfort for the opposite reason: He had become radical, and he was too insecure to be comfortable taking such a political position. Humor was about bringing people together and linking our common humanity, and he felt the substance associated with the word “nigger” may not have been working the way he initially imagined.

Pryor was achieving mainstream success on his own terms. He was no longer mimicking other comedians. His own unique style was appealing to millions of people. That Nigger’s Crazy sold millions of copies, and his follow-up 1975 album, … Is It Something I Said, won him his second Grammy award. It was in this album that Pryor created his most famous character, Mudbone, a wino philosopher from Tupelo, Mississippi. Mudbone’s often outrageous views on the world are told through his reflections on life and his personal experiences. During one of Pryor’s stand-up routines taped for his comedy album Richard Pryor: Live on the Sunset Strip (1982), audience members can be heard calling out to “do the Mudbone routine,” and Pryor delivered a nearly eight-minute monologue as Mudbone. As if success onstage and through his comedy albums was not enough, Pryor also found success in the medium of television.

His television premiere was on the variety show On Broadway Tonight in 1964. Six acts were presented each week and usually featured up-and-coming performers. A solid performance on the show, along with his growing success in the clubs of New York, led to his landing appearances on several of the most popular shows of the time, including Rudy Vallee’s On Broadway Tonight, The Pat Boone Show, Kraft Summer Music Hall, and several appearances on The Ed Sullivan Show and The Merv Griffin Show. Pryor’s contributions to television comedy were not always in front of the camera. In 1972, he worked as a writer for the show Sanford and Son, wrote for The Flip Wilson Show, and in 1974, he won an Emmy award and a Writers Guild Award for his contributions to Lily in 1973.

Back in front of the camera, on December 13, 1975, Pryor was the guest host for a new late-night television sketch comedy show called Saturday Night Live. The cast featured a group of comics that referred to themselves as the Not Ready for Prime Time Players and included Laraine Newman, John Belushi, Jane Curtin, Gilda Radner, Dan Aykroyd, Garrett Morris, and Chevy Chase. In keeping with his new persona, his opening monologue included a routine on why he can’t keep a woman and why he doesn’t drink or take acid like “white dudes.”

NBC gave Pryor his own show that premiered in 1977, but The Richard Pryor Show was canceled after only four episodes. It was considered too racy for television. In one popular skit, Pryor played the character of a mad Japanese chef who asked a nude lady in a shower how she wanted her shrimp. Pryor later discussed in a 1978 interview with Ebony magazine his dislike of television censorship. He felt the system was overly political and did not allow for realistic discussions to take place. He also expressed that television was too structured around economic motivations that stifled creativity to the loss of both the audience and artist.

Fortunately for Pryor, at the same time he was becoming frustrated with television, he was entering what would later be seen as the golden age of his film career. Before the end of this career he would appear in almost 40 films. He first appeared in 1967’s Busy Body (Castle) starring Sid Caesar. He started to receive notice as an actor after his 1972 performance in Lady Sings the Blues (Furie), playing Billie Holliday’s drug-addicted piano player alongside Diana Ross. Pryor’s early filmography highlights include the cult film Car Wash (Schultz 1976) and Silver Streak (Hiller 1976), the first of several box-office hits in which he costarred with Gene Wilder. In Which Way Is Up? (Schultz 1977), Pryor played three different roles.

As much as Pryor was a master at his craft of comedy, he was grounded in the economic realities of life, and sometimes he did prioritize money over art. On at least two occasions he noted accepting roles purely for financial reasons. The first was his 1982 role alongside Jackie Gleason in The Toy. Pryor’s character, an unemployed black man, is literally purchased by a spoiled rich kid. Pryor received criticism from the black community due to the story line. In the second instance, despite being unhappy with the script for Superman III (Lester 1983), he accepted the role of Gus Gorman. He collected a payday of $4 million, $1 million more than leading man Christopher Reeve was paid for his turn as Superman. Also in 1983, Pryor signed a $40 million, five-year contract with Columbia Pictures to establish his Indigo Production Company, which would produce four films that Pryor was to write and direct. Despite the company’s lack of success, it shows the clout created by the comedian turned film industry star.

Pryor went on to star and make his directorial debut in the 1986 film Jo Jo Dancer, Your Life Is Calling. The film is believed to be an autobiographical account of Pryor’s life. It tells the story of a stand-up comedian who burns himself in an incident involving drugs. As it is said that art imitates life, the movie’s story line paralleled Pryor’s true-life story. In several interviews, however, Pryor explained that the film’s content is more fiction than reality and should be seen as a mix of many different realities, both real and manufactured.

Despite the denial that the film was his story, Pryor was never shy when it came to speaking about the details of his personal life and often incorporated them into his act. He often spoke about his relationships with women. He was married eight times to six different women and fathered seven children. Many of the failed marriages were the result of abuse that stemmed from alcohol use and cocaine addiction. He recounted the story in his stand-up routine about being arrested for “killing” his wife’s car. He shot out the tires and engine when she was attempting to leave. In another incident, on June 9, 1980, while freebasing cocaine, Pryor set himself on fire. He recounts the incident, telling how he soaked himself with a bottle of 151 proof alcohol, grabbed a lighter, and set himself on fire. Once on fire he ran around the room, jumped out a window, and ran down the street. He was eventually stopped by two police officers, who put the fire out and called an ambulance. In a 1986 interview with Barbara Walters, Pryor describes how he was depressed and attempted suicide by lighting himself on fire. The fire left third-degree burns on over 50 percent of Pryor’s body. A long and painful recovery process lasted six weeks at the Sherman Oaks Community Hospital Burn Center.

In 1986, during an appearance on The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson, Pryor announced he had been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. He was able to continue working for several more years, adding to his already large list of entertainment credits. His career achievements were widely recognized. He was given many prestigious awards, including Grammys, Emmys, the Mark Twain Prize for American Humor, and the NAACP Hall of Fame Award. In 2004, he was voted #1 on Comedy Central’s list of the 100 greatest stand-up comics of all time. Pryor completed such a large body of work across so many different mediums during his career that a complete list could not be compiled in this space. In 1995, he added to his list of credits by becoming a best-selling author with his autobiography, Pryor Convictions and Other Life Sentences.

Richard Pryor died after suffering a heart attack at his home in the San Fernando Valley California on December 10, 2005. He transcended race with the stories of his life and the characters he created. He had audiences of all races laughing with him and at themselves. From a rough childhood in Peoria, his life stands as a symbol of the American Dream and overcoming adversity. He lived life on his own terms and was willing to risk everything to follow his heart. His content broke new ground, and his words, combined with his gestures and facial expressions, created a stand-up comic like none the world had previously seen. Comedians such as Jay Thomas have referred to him as the greatest comedian ever, and Pryor is credited with paving the way for a future generation of black comedians including Eddie Murphy, Chris Rock, Martin Lawrence, Cedric the Entertainer, Steve Harvey, D. L. Hughley, Keenen Ivory Wayans, Damon Wayans, Whoopi Goldberg, Bernie Mac, and Arsenio Hall, which barely begins to illustrate the reach of his influence.

Evan L. Kropp
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ROBINSON, JACKIE (1919–1972)

Jack (Jackie) Roosevelt Robinson, born on January 31, 1919, was a major figure in American sports who also profoundly influenced American culture and society. More than merely a baseball star and hero, Robinson greatly impacted American views on race, tolerance, and integration. When he broke the color barrier in Major League Baseball on April 15, 1947, in what became known as “the Noble Experiment,” he embarked on a journey through which he gradually changed how Caucasians viewed African Americans in regard to athletics, intelligence, character, and their place in American society.

While attending college at Pasadena Junior College and then UCLA, Robinson was a star athlete, lettering in baseball, football, basketball, and track. He then played for the Kansas City Monarchs of the Negro Leagues in 1945 and on October 23 of that year became the first African American in the twentieth century to sign a professional contract with a white baseball team. Robinson first played professional baseball for a white organization when he debuted with the Montreal Royals on April 18, 1946. Robinson played his first Major League Baseball game on April 15, 1947, for the Brooklyn Dodgers.

Robinson excelled as the Dodgers’ first baseman and got along well with most of his teammates, particularly shortstop Pee Wee Reese. When Robinson later switched to second base to form a double-play combination with Reese, the friendship grew closer. A photo of Reese putting his arm around Robinson in a sign of support and friendship drew much public attention and eased tensions between the first black player and a few teammates. Not all white players on the Dodgers accepted a black teammate, however; a few, such as outfielder Dixie Walker, signed a petition against having a black player and requested a trade in order to avoid playing with him. Walker and other teammates who opposed Robinson later changed their minds and supported him.

The American public watched with great interest as Dodgers general manager Branch Rickey proceeded with his revolutionary plan to integrate a black baseball player into an all-white league. The success of Rickey’s plan, a socially radical idea, influenced American culture because it served as a microcosm of how African Americans could be deftly integrated into many other facets of American society.

Robinson was under great pressure and enormous scrutiny as concerned how he would handle racial prejudice and hurtful remarks. Searching for the right man to break the color barrier and join the Dodgers, Rickey interviewed Robinson, requiring the commitment of an African American who would bear racial epithets and verbal attacks calmly, without fighting back or allowing them to diminish his athletic performance. Rickey told Robinson that he wanted a man who would “turn the other cheek” and refrain from fighting back (Tygiel 1997, 66). Robinson’s success in Major League Baseball as a quality player and, perhaps more importantly, as a stoic and mature man who refused to fight back and continued to excel when encountering hateful and prejudiced remarks, earned him the respect of many white baseball fans and white citizens throughout the nation. The pressure for Robinson to act without emotion and without retaliating was tremendous. Robinson could handle the abuse better than others, which is why Rickey selected him; Don Newcombe, for instance, resorted to alcohol, which hurt his career. The penchant for alcohol might be attributed in part to the racial abuse he experienced. When Robinson and Johnny Wright (a black pitcher Rickey signed to keep Robinson company) went to spring training in Sanford, Florida, with the Dodgers, they experienced horrific treatment, including Jim Crow living arrangements, and they were taken out of a baseball game because the city passed an ordinance prohibiting blacks and whites from engaging in physical competition together (Peterson 1970, 196). In his autobiography, I Never Had It Made, Robinson writes, “Shortly after Branch Rickey had signed me for Montreal, he had signed John Wright, a black pitcher, for the farm club. Johnny was a good pitcher, but I feel he didn’t have the right kind of temperament to make it with the International League in those days. He couldn’t withstand the pressure of taking insult after insult without being able to retaliate. It affected his pitching that he had to keep his temper under control all the time” (Robinson 1995, 44).
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Jackie Robinson, 1945. (Library of Congress)

African American playwright August Wilson captures Robinson’s role and influence over the fate of black athletes in his Pulitzer Prize–winning drama Fences. When the combative former Negro Leagues baseball star Troy Maxson expresses anger to his wife, Rose, over not having been able to play in the Major Leagues because of his race, she replies, “They got a lot of colored baseball players now. Jackie Robinson was the first. Folks had to wait for Jackie Robinson” (Wilson 1986, 9). Rose demonstrates the feelings of many blacks that Robinson had the patient temperament necessary to break the color barrier, which is why he was a hero to so many African Americans. She admires him for leading the way. It could be argued that if other African American baseball stars who had great talent but lacked the stoic temperament to withstand verbal and emotional abuse had broken the color barrier, integration in baseball—and perhaps other aspects of American society—might have been set back many years.

Robinson’s excellent conduct on the field, and, perhaps more importantly, his excellent play, inspired the Dodgers and other teams to sign and play black players. Thus, baseball became integrated as Robinson paved the way for black players such as Don Newcombe, Roy Campanella, Dan Bankhead, Larry Doby, Satchel Paige, Hank Thompson, Minnie Minoso, Monte Irvin, Vic Power, Sam Jethroe, Ernie Banks, and Elston Howard.

Robinson faced abuse from racist players, managers, fans, and even some teammates who requested that the Dodgers management change course and not let Robinson play. The St. Louis Cardinals threatened not to play the Dodgers if Robinson appeared in the game, and Philadelphia Phillies manager Ben Chapman ordered his pitchers to throw the ball at Robinson in order to intimidate and injure him. Chapman was merciless and relentless in his mean-spirited racist comments. He later was forced to apologize and shake hands with Robinson. Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist Mike Royko saw Robinson play his first game at Wrigley Field in Chicago on May 18, 1947. In a newspaper article that Royko wrote on the day Robinson died, October 24, 1972, the reporter recounts that as a 14-year-old teenager in the stands, he noticed that when a Cub player ran to first base, “he swerved to his left. And as he got to the bag, he seemed to slam his foot down hard at Robinson’s foot. It was obvious to everyone that he was trying to run into him or spike him.… I was shocked. That Cub, a hometown boy, was my biggest hero. It was not only an unheroic stunt, but it seemed a rude thing to do.… It wasn’t at all big league” (1999, 70). Royko’s comment exemplifies the abuse that Robinson endured and also how the prejudice exerted toward the black player rendered white fans more supportive of Jackie for undergoing this trying experience and more cognizant of, and empathetic toward, victims of racism.

Robinson behaved well on the field but not as stoically as some believe. He argued with umpires and had a strained relationship with the press, such as with influential but temperamental New York Daily News sportswriter Dick Young. He also did not get along well with Dodgers owner Walter O’Malley. Furthermore, in his autobiography, Robinson discusses the media firestorm that erupted in 1953 when he mentioned on the television show Youth Wants to Know that he considered the New York Yankees a racist organization for having never played a black athlete (Robinson 1995, 101).

One unintended negative effect of Robinson breaking the color barrier was the inevitable demise of the Negro Leagues, for star black players understandably wanted to play Major League Baseball because of the higher salaries and greater prestige. Black fans who followed these players wanted to watch them play in Ebbets Field, the Polo Grounds, Wrigley Field, and other stadiums owned by whites. The arrival in Major League Baseball of Jackie Robinson thus had another significant influence: the increase of African American fans attending his games and the games of other black players in stadiums owned by whites and in a gradually integrated league. White and black fans sat in close proximity to one another and cheered for the same teams and players. Thousands of black fans attended Robinson’s first game in Chicago, a game that Royko says set an attendance record at Wrigley Field. Royko recalls that he never saw so many African Americans attending a game at Wrigley. He remembers speaking to an African American man who was dressed very well for the game because the first visit of Jackie Robinson to Chicago meant a great deal to blacks in the city; they had waited for decades to see a black man play Major League Baseball and integrate the sport. The man gave Royko 10 dollars (a large amount of money in that day) for a baseball that Royko had retrieved (1999, 70); the baseball was special to the black gentleman because it had been hit by Robinson himself—the man who brought hope to black citizens for integration and civil rights. The rise in attendance in Major League Baseball parks was culturally important because it increased integration in the stadiums and brought blacks and whites together to sit and talk about baseball.

Although the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and other organizations strove for equality and civil rights before Jackie Robinson joined the Dodgers, baseball became a microcosm of American society. The question arose: if a black man could successfully integrate into Major League Baseball in regard to talent and character, with black and white fans attending the same games harmoniously, why could they not attend the same schools, eat in the same restaurants, drink from the same water fountains, and sit near each other on the same buses? As newspaper columnist Bill Mardo wrote in 1946 during Jackie’s successful year in Montreal, the integration of Jackie Robinson into Major League Baseball “in one fell swoop does as much to arm and educate the American people against this monstrous lie [of racism] as do all the pamphlets in the world” (Goldstein, 2012).

Robinson integrated professional baseball in 1946, the same year that civil rights pioneer Irene Morgan won a Supreme Court case (Irene Morgan vs. the Commonwealth of Virginia) that challenged racial segregation on buses and the enforced relinquishing of seats by blacks so that whites could sit down. In 1947, the year after Robinson signed his first contract with Rickey, 16 civil rights activists working for the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) rode buses as part of the Journey of Reconciliation, testing whether the Morgan Supreme Court ruling was being followed in practice. Only seven years after Robinson played his first game with the Dodgers, the Supreme Court rendered its then-controversial 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas decision. In 1955, Rosa Parks refused to relinquish her seat on a bus, inciting the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Jackie Robinson’s integration into baseball had a profound effect on these events. While it is true that progress was inevitable, that public school and busing integration would happen one day, the fine example set by Robinson in the integration of baseball paved the way for these events to happen.

The eponymous movie The Jackie Robinson Story (Green 1950), in which the baseball player performed his own part, with Ruby Dee playing his wife, Rachel, made public his heartbreaking struggles as an athlete who conducted himself with great fortitude and ethics while the racists who opposed him did not. The movie resonated with the general American public and brought the plight of African Americans in a prejudiced and antagonistic society to the forefront, reaching thousands of black and white American citizens who had no interest in sports. Robinson’s situation thus transformed from a sports issue into a universal human-interest story. Furthermore, although many of the attacks on Robinson were clandestine and were thus unnoticed by most baseball spectators, the movie brought his Job-like fortitude to the public’s attention. They saw that Brooklyn Dodgers general manager Branch Rickey ordered Robinson to “turn the other cheek” and not fight back, even if he were attacked; in regard to conduct on the field, Robinson could not merely comport himself as well as the white players, he had to be better behaved than them. Some viewers, as a result, started to have a more favorable attitude toward African Americans and reevaluate their prejudice.

Jackie Robinson played skillfully against white players, even winning the Rookie of the Year Award in 1947 and the Most Valuable Player Award in 1949, and being the star of an almost all-white team for years; he was inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1962. Thus, he showed Caucasian and African American fans that he was not merely as good as his white teammates, he was more talented than many of them. Citizens of all colors admired his courage and fortitude, and they were pained by the abuse he received. Realizing that a black man was as good as, if not better than, his peers made it difficult for whites to argue that blacks were an inferior race and unworthy of integration into all facets of American society.

Jackie Robinson earned his status as an American cultural icon, and his appeal lies in the fact that he broke the color barrier in baseball, a sport that won the hearts of Americans of all ages, colors, and religions. Virtually all Americans know that Robinson broke the color barrier in baseball, yet they cannot name the first black football, basketball, or hockey player. Still, although Robinson had a profound effect on American society as a baseball player, he continued to remain influential even after his retirement. He became the first African American sports analyst, providing commentary on games. He showed that black talent extended beyond physical prowess to intelligence and insightful communication. He was articulate and impressed his listeners.

Jackie Robinson changed baseball in several ways. One way involved his aggressive baserunning skills. Robinson stole 197 bases in his career and led the league two times, with 29 in 1947 and 37 in 1949. Not since Ty Cobb were fans entertained by such a fearless base runner. Robinson’s aggressiveness and willingness to take risks to steal bases influenced subsequent base stealers who entertained crowds with their thefts. Such players influenced by Robinson include Maury Wills, Lou Brock, and Rickey Henderson. Robinson’s aggressiveness intimidated pitchers but delighted fans. This intimidation was especially true when Robinson led off from third base and threatened to steal home. As the pitcher was in the process of throwing the ball, Robinson would race part of the way home, rattling the pitcher and catcher, before scampering back to third base. But sometimes he did not stop and actually did steal home. Pitchers became nervous, and catchers had to be on their guard. Robinson stole home an astonishing 19 times. The most famous example was during the first game of the 1955 World Series between the Dodgers and the New York Yankees; Robinson stole home, sliding just under the tag of Yankees catcher Yogi Berra, who argued angrily when the umpire called Robinson safe. It was one of the most famous and exciting moments in baseball history, one that fans have argued about for years because the play was so close and daring. Robinson’s theft of home rivals Willie Mays’s catch in 1954 and the end of Don Larsen’s perfect game in 1956 as the most exciting moment in World Series history. Robinson’s achievement is even more amazing when one considers that he was already 36 years old, toward the end of his career, when he achieved this milestone. Stealing home is considered by many to be the most entertaining play in baseball because the stakes are high and the play is so dangerous. Robinson’s mastery of this daring and riveting play only added to the excitement of watching him play.

Before Robinson broke the color barrier, Major League Baseball was entirely white. After Robinson, more and more African Americans joined the Major Leagues. Since then Major League teams have recruited heavily from Latin American countries such as the Dominican Republic and, more recently, from Japan and Korea. Professional baseball is now color-blind, with players chosen for their talent, not the color of their skin, their ethnicity, or country of origin. The game now consists of a diversity of players, and Jackie Robinson is the one who forced the game to take its first steps toward equality and diversity.

On April 15, 1997, 50 years after Robinson played his first game for the Brooklyn Dodgers, Major League Baseball retired his uniform number, 42. Because of his extraordinary impact on baseball and race relations in America, no major leaguer on any team (after current player Mariano Rivera retires) will ever wear Robinson’s number. This honor has never been bestowed on any other player in baseball history. It signifies that Robinson’s positive influence on racial integration and his fight against prejudice are unique.

During a speech on April 19, 2010, in support of California senator Barbara Boxer, President Barack Obama claimed that the integration into baseball by Jackie Robinson paved the road for African Americans to be successful in all facets of American society, including politics. He even credited Jackie Robinson with helping him to become president: “I would not be here if it were not for Jackie and it were not for Don Newcombe” (Obama, 2010). Obama added that Newcombe remarked that if Robinson had lived to see Obama become the first black president, he would have been proud.

Newcombe claimed that Robinson would have been proud of Obama’s kind words and honored that the United States finally elected a black president because Robinson worked tirelessly for civil rights. Although some people believe that breaking the color barrier in baseball was Jackie Robinson’s sole contribution to American society, the truth is that the man accomplished so much more. Becoming the first black baseball player in modern baseball was quite an achievement when one thinks about the enormous emotional, societal pressure, and physical pressure he faced, but Robinson employed his fame as a platform to influence American culture and to integrate African Americans fully into American society, making the United States a better country in the process.

Eric J. Sterling
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ROGERS, WILL (1879–1935)

In America the line between political figures and entertainers is paper-thin. We love our actors, musicians, and athletes so much that we are willing to elect them to office with shocking regularity. The line was never blurrier than it was with Ronald Reagan, his filmic good-guy persona carrying him from the screen to TV commercial spokesperson to governor of California, and finally, to the White House. In Reagan’s case, the line was intentionally wiped out, with the president frequently using dialogue from his own films, telling stories from them as if they were real life. Stories of Reagan’s simple upbringing coupled with pictures of him chopping wood and cutting brush on his Santa Barbara ranch completed an image of the country sage, the commonsense-reliant hero that is so popular in American mythology. And Reagan is just the best-known example of our belief in the values of characters that our entertainers project. From Al Franken to Fred Thompson, Sonny Bono to Gopher on the Love Boat (does his real name really matter?), entertainers are welcomed into American politics. Indeed, the process works both ways. How else can we explain candidates for elected offices, from John McCain to Barack Obama, and Dick Cheney to Al Gore showing up on Saturday Night Live, Letterman, and The Daily Show? It would seem that, as a country, we don’t believe in any candidate who doesn’t come across on the big or little screen. Conventional historical criticism suggests that this love affair we have with our entertainers/politicians goes back to the 1950s, coinciding with the explosion of television, but the tendency is older than that. The ability to move from entertainer to nationwide political agent begins with the visual and audio mass media of film and radio; it begins with an unlikely rope-trick artist from Claremore, Oklahoma.

If we remember Will Rogers at all anymore, it’s likely as the guy who said, “I never met a man I didn’t like,” which Rogers said in response to being asked how he would feel if he could interview Leon Trotsky. We don’t remember the champion of the American left; the sharp-witted, soft-spoken critic of American politics; the man who simultaneously was Twentieth Century-Fox’s number one star (ahead of Shirley Temple), had the most popular weekly radio show (more so than FDR’s Fireside Chats or Amos and Andy), and wrote the number one syndicated column in print. When he wasn’t making movies, performing on the radio, or writing his column, Rogers found time to lead relief efforts, cover political conventions, and play polo. If he wasn’t the single most influential American media figure of his generation, and he may well have been, he was certainly the busiest. No thorough examination of the often direct role of media in the American political circus would be complete without understanding and appreciating Rogers’s career.

A child of Cherokee heritage, born in Oklahoma Indian Territory, Will Rogers had a better claim than most to Pan-American status. He once quipped, “My parents didn’t come over on the Mayflower, but they met the boat” (Ketchum 1973, 9). According to Ben Yagoda, “Rogers had to invent himself—no one would have known what to make of him. He was a Cherokee Indian, and also the son of a Confederate veteran who fancied himself a southern gentleman; the heir of a sizable fortune, and also an itinerant cowboy; a high school dropout, and also, eventually, perhaps the most successful writer in America” (Yagoda 1993, 3). The complexity of Rogers’s background can help in understanding the seeming dichotomy of his persona and writing. He became at once rich and a voice for the poor, the country bumpkin who traveled to meet foreign dignitaries from Mussolini to the Emperor of Manchuria. He was sympathetic to the plight of African Americans, but wore blackface at various times onstage and in films. Ultimately, he was more Huck Finn than Mark Twain, albeit an older, wiser Huck. Rogers’s rise from humble beginnings to multimedia star owes a great deal to the complexity of his character. As the lariat star of a traveling Wild West show, he was billed as the Cherokee Kid, touring the world and eventually landing in New York’s Madison Square Garden.
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Will Rogers, n.d. (Library of Congress)

While in New York, Rogers began a long career in vaudeville at Keith’s Union Square. He would do vaudeville shows, ultimately becoming Ziegfeld’s highest-paid star, until the mid-1920s. In the beginning, his act was little more than a chance to show off his rope tricks, but he later began to interject comments on current events into his act. By the end of his vaudeville career, Rogers was scripting and appearing in most of the numbers in Ziegfeld’s Follies. In moving from the Wild West show days to vaudeville, Rogers’s own perceived nationality underwent a significant change. No longer referred to as “the Cherokee Kid,” though he would always acknowledge his native heritage, he was gradually assigned a more Anglocentric identity. Rogers was first called the “Cowboy Philosopher” during his vaudeville days, and it was during this time that he gained a name for himself as a political humorist, introducing topical political jokes into his rope routines. Rogers was Ziegfeld’s biggest star, offering a kind of homespun, “aw shucks” contrast to the nearly nude dancers in the production numbers. His popularity made him an obvious candidate for acting work in the nascent film industry of the silent era.

Perhaps the most interesting films of Rogers’s silent work with Hal Roach and Pathé studios were Going to Congress (Wagner 1924), Our Congressman (Wagner 1924), and A Truthful Liar (Del Ruth 1924). These films are satires of the American political system and should be seen as prototypes for later films such as Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (Capra 1939), Meet John Doe (Capra 1941), and Dave (Reitman 1993), which set the “common man” at the center of the political process. The release of the films in the spring and summer of 1924 coincided with Rogers’s daily reports for the New York Times on the Democratic and Republican Presidential conventions in New York and Cleveland, respectively. The result was remarkable. While audiences could read Rogers’s comments on the American political process in the morning, they could see him spoof it by night. His trademark gently biting tone of his convention coverage was echoed in his portrayal of a bumbling Oklahoma congressman in the Roach films. Going to Congress was shown in New York during the Democratic Convention and in Cleveland during the Republican Convention.

These early Rogers films, despite the handicap of not allowing the actor’s well-known radio voice to be heard, did manage to strike a political chord with audiences. They helped to further establish him in his role as political satirist, but also reinforced the myth of the everyman who gets thrust into political life. In fact, after the political trilogy films, Rogers, who had been the unofficial mayor of Beverly Hills, became a more prominent figure in American politics. His coverage of the 1928 Democratic and Republican conventions was heightened by a publicity stunt by Life magazine that grew into one of the most remarkable events in Rogers’s public life.

On May 17, 1928, Robert Sherwood of Life ran the following editorial, seeking a candidate for president whom the public could support. The editorial “What This Country Needs Is a Bunkless Party” reads, in part:

It’s just about time for someone to step up and admit that the Republican and Democratic parties, as such, are defunct organizations. Next month, they will go into convention, respectively, and will nominate two sterling men for the office of President of the United States. Following which, the two candidates will embark on a non-stop flight of oratory that will continue until November 6, on which date the Republican candidate will be elected and the country will settle down to four more years of Coolidge or his equivalent. The process described thus briefly is called a “political campaign.” It involves an incalculable amount of energy, expense, heartache, boredom and general nuisance. It is, from beginning to end, a colossal waste of time, for those actively engaged in it and for those who have to read about it in the newspapers and listen to it over the radio.

The average citizen knows only too well that it makes no real difference to him which side wins. He realizes that the Republican elephant and the Democratic donkey have come to resemble each other so closely that it is practically impossible to tell them apart; both of them make the same braying noise, and neither of them ever says anything. The only perceptible difference is that the elephant is somewhat the larger of the two. No matter which of them comes in first on Election Day, the state of the nation will remain just as it was before all the rumpus started. (Sherwood)

In the midst of the 1928 presidential election, which would ultimately be between Herbert Hoover and Al Smith, Life took on the status quo of the two political parties and sought to establish, if only for publicity’s sake, a third party. After further explaining the problems of the present system and discussing why neither Hoover nor Smith would be able to avoid “bowing to the great God bunk,” the editorial went on to make the following plea:

There is an old bromide to the effect that “politics makes strange bed-fellows”—which simply means that all politicians take refuge in the same bunk. Perhaps someone, someday, will start agitation for a Third Party in this nation—a party that isn’t afraid of its own shadow—a party that is willing and able to express the views and the wishes of the people whom it represents. Perhaps, also, that party will discover a bunkless candidate, who will run for President on an honest, courageous and reasonably intelligent platform.

If any of our readers believe that such a party and such a candidate are possible, we should like to hear from them.

According to Ben Yagoda, Robert Sherwood, then editor of Life, “had the idea of promoting a mock candidacy for Will in the magazine” (Yagoda 1993, 251). No doubt, the search for a “bunkless candidate” was tailored to find Rogers, and he would eventually accept $500 a week for his “campaign” speeches. What is clear is that the magazine took a fairly dismal view of the state of American politics and, judging by what was to happen next, many people agreed.

Given his popularity and that Sherwood was essentially setting up a “Rogers for President” movement, it should come as no surprise that readers and prominent Americans argued for the comedian’s candidacy. As Henry Ford wrote, “The joke of Will Rogers’ candidacy for President is that it is no joke. It is a serious attempt to restore American common sense to American politics. American wisdom has always been marked by a humorous slant; in our best days as a nation we were always able to slap our biggest problems familiarly on the back; and we need someone who can bring us back to that attitude of easy mastery. Will Rogers can do it” (Ford).

Clearly, Ford took a Rogers candidacy somewhat more seriously than Life did, but the intended candidate would have none of it as he preferred his position as a comedic commentator. Perhaps he understood the limitations of his perspective better than most Americans did. He certainly understood the power of his position in getting people elected, as his support of FDR in 1932 undoubtedly did, but Ford’s support of the actor was a foreshadowing of things to come.

While his early work in silent films frequently tapped into Rogers’s political persona, sound cinema presented Rogers at his most influential. Rogers made two or three films a year at Twentieth Century-Fox between 1928 and 1935, the year of his death. Working with Fox’s best directors, John Ford, Leo McCarey, and others, Rogers’s impact on American culture grew to unprecedented proportions. His most interesting sound film for our purposes is an adaptation of Mark Twain’s novel of the same name, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (Butler 1931), which asks the question that many people must have been asking in 1931: If Will Rogers were in charge, how would he run the country?

From the beginning of the film, A Connecticut Yankee is firmly entrenched in the 1930s. The Yankee, known as Hank Martin in the film, is no longer a worker in a munitions factory, but is now a radio announcer. In the opening sequence, Martin is seen leading a variety radio show and talking in typical Rogers fashion to the audience. During the show, Martin receives a request to deliver a battery to the mad scientist who lives in the mysterious old house on the hill. Despite his reluctance, he goes to the house, where he discovers a young woman who is trying to unite with a young man the family disapproves of. The device is typical of Rogers’s films, in which he plays matchmaker for a couple from different class levels. After helping to hide the girl and boy from the family, Martin finds the professor, who is attempting to use a high-powered radio set to pick up sounds from ancient history that he says are still echoing in the earth’s crust. Just as he picks up the voices of knights in Arthurian England, lightning strikes the house, toppling a suit of armor, which knocks Martin on the head—guess where he wakes up?

The early portion of the film follows Twain’s novel closely, though it is not long before Martin’s comments hint that he is critiquing the 1930s political establishment as much as Arthurian England, and the focus of the Yankee’s commentary on modern American politics is directly on the political officers of the nation-state. In context, this makes a great deal of sense. The United States was in the midst of the great depression, and Midwest farmers were suffering untold hardships as a result of the drought. Accordingly, when Martin is ultimately asked to perform the miracle of blotting out the sun, he uses the incantation, “prosperity, farm relief, freedom to Ireland and light wines and beers,” covering nearly all the bases of 1930s political discourse. The film is involved in critiquing the ills of 1930s America, but, like the book, it offers a model for change.

Upon becoming “Sir Boss,” Martin transforms Arthurian England, seemingly overnight, into twentieth-century America. Here the film is interested in the low myths of nationalism that lead to the American imagined community. The Americanization of the kingdom is visible in one long scene that begins with Martin seated at his desk in his newly built factory. The Yankee has introduced all of the elements of modern industrial America into the realm. Telephones, watercoolers, secretaries who roller-skate around the office—even an assembly line and service station where knights have their armor oiled. When the king comes to visit the assembly line of the factory, the Yankee explains, “We’re getting the supply, then I’ll create the demand.” When the king asks how the need for such new products will be created, the Yankee replies, “Advertising,” as it “makes you spend money you don’t have for things you don’t need.” The king’s realm has been thoroughly Americanized, and it’s clear that the film, and perhaps Rogers, sees the change as mostly good despite his lighthearted criticisms. Indeed, most of Rogers’s sound films provided him more or less obvious ways to interject his opinions and persona into the American political dialogue.

In many ways, Rogers foreshadowed comedians like Jon Stewart, Stephen Colbert, and Bill Maher, all of whom have made careers out of politically charged comedy. It’s true that political comedians after Rogers have often lacked his evenhanded approach and civility, but they are still essentially largely following the model that Rogers founded. They do stage performances of their routines around the country until they gain some notoriety and are then gobbled up by Hollywood for television and film roles that match their stage persona. Just as Rogers was most successful in films that placed him in roles that matched his public personality, so too are modern comedians. The role these comedians serve in shaping the national imaginary is much the same as the one Rogers served. They often provide the most biting criticism of government policies and personalities, and they reach the broadest audience. They also, increasingly, become directly involved in politics, à la Al Franken. Rogers made it acceptable and even chic to openly poke fun at contemporary government policies and officials. Since Rogers, the nature of the jokes may have become cruder and less civil—it’s hard to imagine Bill Maher saying “I never met a man I didn’t like”—but this is more a sign of the times than an essential difference. Rogers’s film, radio, and print career so changed the nature of entertainment in America that it’s hard to imagine a comedian making much of a living today without commenting on current political and social events. This is what we expect of comedians, and this is what the likes of Stewart and Colbert deliver on their shows (the modern equivalent of Rogers’s weekly telegrams) and David Letterman and Jay Leno do on a nightly basis. The difference is the extent to which modern comedians individually influence the political debate. Collectively, they surely have an influence on political policy (why else would Cheney appear on SNL?), but no contemporary figure has as wide an influence or as universal popularity as Rogers did.

Will Rogers lived in a time that was perfectly suited to his talents and populist political ideas. His views on the country, as well as the world, were given the widest distribution of any comedian in American history, and it is unlikely in the current media diaspora that any one person will ever again achieve so wide an audience. The average person on the street today has little knowledge of Rogers’s career and would certainly be hard-pressed to recount any of his political ideas or views; nevertheless, so much of our contemporary culture is owed to him that his place in the history of the nation will likely be looked at with more prominence in the future. People may not know who Rogers was, but we all live in a contemporary America he helped to shape.

Timothy Coleman
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RUN-DMC (1981–)

Run-DMC—the rap group, and the members themselves—started out in Hollis, New York, a middle-class borough of Queens. The three members, Joseph Simmons (Run), Darryl McDaniels (DMC) and Jason Mizell (DJ Jam Master Jay), originally formed as Orange Crush in the early 1980s, before coalescing into Run-DMC in 1982, after graduating from St. Pascal’s Catholic School. Despite their friendship—Mizell and McDaniels had attended kindergarten together, and Simmons and Mizell played basketball together—they came to hip-hop in different ways.

Joe “Run” Simmons was initiated into the hip-hop scene by his older brother, Russell, who was managing rapper Kurtis Blow and would subsequently start the premier hip-hop label Def Jam Recordings. In 1978, Russell got Run the job of DJing for the rapper, and the younger Simmons excelled, soon becoming known as “Kurtis Blow’s Disco Son-DJ Run,” and finally as DJ Run, named for his lightning-quick aptitude for cutting between two turntables. But Run didn’t want to confine himself to just DJing, and he quickly expanded into alternate aspects of hip-hop, making a name as an emcee with the neighborhood B-boys (also known as break boys, who were fans of the hip-hop attitude and lifestyle), participating in verbal duels with Blow, and even recording a single, “Street Kid,” with the help of his brother. While the song was a commercial failure, it cemented Run’s commitment to hip-hop, and he began playing his music for his friend Darryl McDaniels. Together, they dedicated themselves to practicing their rhymes and flow (Adler 2002, 15–30).

[image: image]

Run-DMC, 1988. (AP Photo/Mark Lennihan)

But “DMC” McDaniels hadn’t always been involved in the hip-hop scene. Born to an engineer father and nurse mother, DMC started out as an athlete and sports enthusiast—basketball and football especially—as well as a comic book fan. It wasn’t until DMC heard a tape of Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five (oft-cited as the originators of hip-hop) that his interest in the music peaked. After Run convinced him to buy a set of turntables, DMC started writing rhymes and honing his performance skills—though he refused to perform in public. Going under the moniker “Easy D,” McDaniels and friend Run began frequenting Two-Fifths Park (205th Street in Hollis), where local DJs battled and performed. It was here that they ran into the third eventual member of their crew: Jason Mizell.

Going by the name DJ Jazzy Jase, Mizell was already known for being a flashy dresser and a popular DJ at Two-Fifths. After a short stint in trouble with the law a few years previously, Mizell had taken up the turntables (abandoning the drums and bass he had started with) and quickly became the emcee that rappers wanted to front. Run and DMC instantly recognized the talent he showed, and the three became fast friends (Ro 2005, 29–43).

The group was waylaid for a short time by college: Run, at the urging of his father, had enrolled in LaGuardia Community College to study mortuary science, and DMC had matriculated at St. John’s University. Keeping in touch through their first year of postsecondary school, Run and DMC were determined to form a rap duo and asked friend Mizell (now using the name Jam Master Jay) to scratch for them. By 1983, Run’s brother Russell had agreed to help them record a single, but not before insisting on Easy D changing his name to DMC and formally christening the band Run-DMC.

Arriving four years after the earliest rap records, Run-DMC’s 1983 single “It’s Like That”/“Sucker MC’s” defined the new sound of hip-hop and heralded the end of what was known then as Old School rap. Judged by many to be the first hardcore rap song, “It’s Like That” and its B-side “Sucker MC’s” disavowed the brighter, funkier influence of early hip-hop in favor a new kind of style. Released by Profile Records, the singles were unique in evoking a rawer, blunter, stripped-down sound. Except for scratching from the turntable and the use of a drum machine, there was no instrumentation, and the beats were hard-hitting, almost aggressive. As Village Voice categorized the sound, it was “battering-ram percussion” (Christgau 1984). Ushering in the musical era of New School rap, Run-DMC’s vocals were of particular note. As Sasha Frere-Jones writes, “The rhymes go back and forth like beach balls between sea lions, with one finishing the other’s line” featuring skillful and politically infused lyrics (2010, 165). Despite being the B-side of the 12-inch, “Sucker MC’s” created a phenomenal buzz for Run-DMC and has become known as one of the group’s seminal songs. Cited as an influence by legendary producer (and future collaborator) Rick Rubin, the single is often thought of as the first “dis” record, as its lyrics excoriated lesser rappers and boasted about the group’s own skills. The song has spurred countless covers by rappers such as the Wu-Tang Clan and Beastie Boys, and has been sampled in numerous rap songs. “It’s Like That,” often described sonically as a grimier, dirtier version of Afrika Bambaataa’s “Planet Rock,” overtly took on the social and cultural issues of the day: “Unemployment at a record high/People coming people going people born to die … Bills flies higher every single day/We receive much lower pay … War’s going on across the sea/Street soldiers killing the elderly/What ever happened to unity?” (Run-DMC, 1983). Their powerful, educated lyrics spoke to the realities that surrounded them and announced the politically conscious age of hip-hop. “It’s Like That” was an unambiguous hit, selling over 250,000 copies—a record for Profile—and forcing numerous R&B radio stations to move the song from their late-night rap shows into regular daytime rotation. Since securing its spot in the R&B Top 20, the song has embedded itself in popular culture, popping up in video game soundtracks, commercials, and even as a Spice Girl remix.

Following the success of the single, Run-DMC released a follow-up in 1983, “Hard Times/Jam Master Jay,” and in early 1984, two more Run-DMC singles, “Rock Box” and “30 Days.” Later that year, the group released their first full-length album, the self-titled Run-DMC. Incorporating all their previous singles, the album received the same sort of accolades as their earlier releases did, with glowing reviews from Rolling Stone and Village Voice, and such subsequent honors as being named one of The Source’s Top 100 Rap Albums and one of Rolling Stone’s Top 500 Albums of All Time. Dedicated to a friend of the group, slain DJ Junebug, Run-DMC was the first rap album to go gold and secured the group’s legacy as the creators of New School rap.

One year later, with Run-DMC’s 1985 release of their second album, King of Rock, the group changed the genre once again. Intent on rupturing the strict confines of musical genres, they sought a new title—kings of rock music. This cross-genre album introduced the end of the barriers between rock and rap, featuring Run-DMC rapping over heavy-metal samples of massive guitar riffs and intense, thick drum loops. Three R&B singles emerged from the album—“Can You Rock It Like This” (ghostwritten by a 16-year-old LL Cool J, and reaching #19 on the R&B charts), “You Talk Too Much,” and “King of Rock.” The title track even spawned a video that received heavy rotation on MTV, showing Run and DMC wreaking havoc on a museum. Analyzed as a reaction to the rock industry’s rejection of rap music, the video, and the song, became the group’s biggest success to date and led to the RIAA’s certification of the album as platinum.

Riding their massive appeal as the most notable, admired, and popular rap group in the country, Run-DMC followed the success of King of Rock with their first foray into movies. Krush Groove (Schultz 1985), a fictionalized account of Russell Simmons’s ascent into hip-hop/Def Jam stardom, showcased a young Blair Underwood as the elder Simmons. Not only was Run-DMC featured, performing songs from King of Rock, as well as an upcoming album, but the film also introduced up-and-coming musical superstars in the form of the Beastie Boys, LL Cool J, Sheila E., New Edition, and Simmons’s first client, Kurtis Blow. Despite protests from the musicians themselves, who were unhappy with how the film was produced (and the critics who panned the film), the movie was a hit, grossing over $3 million on its opening weekend alone. Its reception further cemented the popularity not just of Run-DMC, but of hip-hop’s visibility and appeal to mainstream America.

While King of Rock had a huge appeal, it wasn’t until 1986’s Raising Hell that Run-DMC exploded into the mainstream musical consciousness of the country, securing their place in the annals of rap history. Originating as improvisation during the group’s 1985 tour with Grandmaster Flash and Whodini, Run-DMC began turning the improvised bits into songs on the tour bus, after shows. On the recommendation of Russell Simmons (who was still their manager), the group hired Rick Rubin, the 22-year-old NYU student and partner of Simmons’s new label Def Jam, to coproduce the upcoming album. Rubin, who had already begun to work on the Beastie Boys’ License to Ill and LL Cool J’s debut, was heavily influenced by the rock music he grew up on. The new producer moved the group to a small, semidilapidated space in Manhattan’s Chinatown called Chung King Studios, where 1960s-vintage recording equipment abounded and lent itself to the funky edge Rubin wanted the album to have. The studio not only fulfilled the musical ambitions of Rubin, but also generated the party atmosphere that the group required. Says DMC, “The first thing we did when we got to the studio was make sure we had a case of Olde English and a bunch of weed. It was indulging 24/7, but it bred a lot of creativity” (Greene 2009, 26).

Unlike previous records, Run-DMC arrived with songs already in hand, almost completed. As DMC said, “Raising Hell was birthed out of the need to improve ourselves. We said ‘We gotta make an album where every song is incredible. No filler’ ” (Greene 2009, 26). The album fulfilled that promise. “It’s Tricky” (topping out at #21 on the R&B chart and #57 on the pop chart) built its sample around the Knack’s “My Sharona” and spoke to those critics who labeled rap as simplistic or easy: “It’s tricky to rock a rhyme, to rock a rhyme that’s right on time” (Run-DMC, 1986). The song has since been used in countless movies and TV shows like Can’t Hardly Wait, Road Trip, Friday Night Lights, and White Chicks. “You Be Illin’ ” also made inroads into the charts (#12 on R&B, #29 on pop), highlighting Jam Masters Jay’s skills on the turntable and speaking to the urban vernacular of hip hop, calling out those poseurs within the scene. Another triumphant single from the album, “My Adidas,” spurred not only a #5 R&B hit but an entire rap-fashion ethos. According to DMC, the song itself was inspired by Russell Simmons, who, after having a vision while smoking angel dust, told the group, over and over again, that they needed to write a song that went: “My Adidas, standing on 2-5 Street” (Greene 2009, 26). Shortly after, the group signed with the footwear company to promote their sneakers for $1.6 million, the first rap group to ever have such an endorsement deal.

But it was one specific song from Raising Hell that defines Run-DMC and propelled them into the hearts, minds, and radios of mainstream, rock-loving, and rap-loving teens alike: “Walk This Way.” And it almost never happened. Nearing the end of the recording session, Jam Master Jay unexpectedly spun Aerosmith’s song “Walk This Way,” while Run and DMC freestyled rhymes over the intro. The group was just messing around, but producer Rubin immediately saw the potential. As Rubin tells it, “The album needed one more element. I thought there had to be a way to present this to rock fans” (2009, 26). Initially, he asked the group to rap Aerosmith’s original lyrics. They declined, calling it “hillbilly gibberish” (2009, 26). Both the elder Simmons and Rubin insisted, bringing in Steven Tyler and Joe Perry themselves to play live guitar and sing with Run-DMC. The end product changed the history of both rock and rap. For the first time, rap was being heard everywhere on the radio, rather than in just the urban centers, and the sales numbers for the album (it was certified double platinum within months of its June 1986 release, a first for any rap group), as well as the song and video’s massive popularity on MTV, spoke to the appeal of rap to both black and white teenagers alike. And for the first time, the album actually charted higher on the pop charts (#4) than the R&B charts (#8). Despite the murmurings of rap “purist” critics, who thought the group was selling out, the “Walk This Way” collaboration between Run-DMC and Aerosmith helped ease the tension between the white, suburban hard-rock contingent and the black, urban-based rap group, and paved the way for the enormously popular rock-rap genre that would emerge just a decade later. The group’s crossover appeal continued with Run-DMC’s “Together Forever” tour coheadlined with the all-white rap group the Beastie Boys. Despite instances of violence, particularly gang rivalries flaring up in Los Angeles and Long Beach, the tour brought together teens of every race and reinforced the relationship between rock and rap.

After touring behind Raising Hell for most of 1987, the group finally released its follow-up album, 1988’s Tougher Than Leather. Both the content of the album and the context of rap in America had changed significantly. Run-DMC had, for the most part, abandoned the rock-tinged chords and flow of their previous recordings in favor of a grittier, more hard-edged, sample-heavy sound. Using samples from classic soul and funk albums, even the group’s lyrics were more antagonistic. But, despite obtaining platinum status, and spawning two singles in the form of “Run’s House” and “Mary Mary,” the album sold comparatively poorly. In part, this was due to the evolving nature of rap music. New artists like Public Enemy (who were known as the originators of gangsta rap) and DJ Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Prince and MC Hammer (who were known as progenitors of the pop version of rap) were eclipsing Run-DMC. Concurrently, the group starred in their second film, directed by their friend and producer Rick Rubin, and named after their album. An affectionate parody of 1970s blaxploitation films, Tougher Than Leather was a flop, bombing at the box office and almost universally panned by the critics. While the album itself would eventually be viewed as an underrated classic, its poor showing, along with the film’s lack of success, signaled the declining status of the group.

Back from Hell (1990) was the first Run-DMC album not to go platinum. Attempting to remake themselves sonically with incursions into New Jack Swing and overly sermonizing lyrics, the album was slammed by the critics as out-of-date, particularly given the musical environment of the time. The album’s title referenced the challenging personal times the group members had been going through. DMC, who had always been a heavy drinker, was losing his fight with alcoholism, Jay was involved in a life-threatening car accident and survived two 1990 gunshot wounds, and in 1991 Run was accused of the rape of a college student (the charges were later dropped).

Once these personal misfortunes were behind them, Run and DMC became born-again Christians, kicking their addictions and dedicating themselves once again to both music and religion. Their 1993 album Down with the King underscored the rapper’s religious conversion with its Christian-themed songs. Guest appearances from rappers like Naughty by Nature, Public Enemy, and A Tribe Called Quest helped push the album into a moderately successful comeback, breaking the Top 10 in the R&B charts and going gold, with nearly 500,000 copies sold. Two years later, DMC had become a deacon at his church, while Run had been ordained as a minister, starting his own REV RUN Records, which focused on Christian rap and gospel. Both rappers also later released autobiographies, detailing not only their rap pasts, but also their religiously observant present. In 2002, tragedy struck Jam Master Jay, when he was shot and killed execution-style in his recording studio in Queens. At only 37, Jay, who had been producing up-and-coming rappers, was attacked as he was taking a break from recording. Following his death, Run and DMC laid the group to rest, saying they would never perform under that name again.

Throughout their career, Run-DMC were leaders and innovators in the field of rap, specifically, and music, more generally. As commercial artists, the group made rap a valid, and dependable, economic power. As Eminem comments, “They actually made me believe that hip-hop could be big. Rap was never at that level. We’d never seen it like that” (2000). But even more so, their sound is responsible for the direction of rap and the inspiration for generations to come. Emerging from the dance-friendly grooves of “Rapper’s Delight,” Run-DMC’s sparse, hard beats, with loud, blasting music, formed the foundation for hardcore hip-hop, as well as opened the door for the socially conscious politicized lyrics of groups like Public Enemy and N.W.A. They also transformed the structure of the rap album, moving away from the more singles-oriented music to an album-oriented genre, creating fully developed albums rather than simply collections of singles with filler in between. And rap artists from all over the country, of every race, acknowledge the debt of gratitude they owe Run-DMC. Chuck D proclaims the group the Beatles of hip-hop, and musicians from Eminem and Pharrell Williams to Jadakiss and the Beastie Boys assert that there would be no hip-hop, no rap, as we know it, without the influence of Run-DMC (2004, 138–39).

The raps of Run-DMC, and the ensuing genre they laid the foundation for, offered—and still offers—a voice for the marginalized, creating and revealing a narrative about the social, economic, and cultural realities of African Americans. The antiauthoritarianism of early rap dovetailed with their—and their rap brethren’s—fight against the system from within. But unlike a great deal of the misogynistic, violent lyrics and messages of their predecessors, Run-DMC consciously attempted to spread a positive message. As Run said to Rolling Stone, “Our image is clean … we’re role models” (Kiersh 1986, 20). This included raps that were proeducation, antigang, pro-voting, and antidrug, and promoting the lesson that kids can make anything of themselves if they work at it.

Beyond their indefatigable effect on the form and content of rap, Run-DMC had a unique influence on the culture and style of hip-hop, which has filtered into mainstream American fashion. Their style was what is now referred to as the old school street look: jeans, laceless Adidas sneakers, gold chains, and their trademark black fedoras. Rejecting the disco-flavored, slick, jheri-curled stylings of Kurtis Blow and Grandmaster Flash, Run-DMC embodied the B-boy attitude. This look not only would come to define the next 25 years of hip-hop fashion, but would be embraced by the white, suburban youth that attempted to emulate this subcultural fashion.

The career of Run-DMC has been punctuated and highlighted by the innumerable firsts they have accomplished. In addition to being the first to convey rap’s mass-market appeal, they were the first rap group to appear on American Bandstand and Saturday Night Live and had the first rap video to be played on MTV in regular rotation; they were the first rap group to perform at a Live Aid concert and to appear on the cover of Rolling Stone magazine. The group was the first rap act to be nominated for a Grammy in the Best R&B Vocal Performance category and the first to headline at Madison Square Garden. And they were the first group to be honored at the VH1 Hip Hop Honors, after which they were inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, thus forever enshrining their irrefutable influence on American entertainment.

Shayna Maskell
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S

SEINFELD, JERRY (1954–)

No one is more judged in civilized society than a stand-up comedian. Every twelve seconds, you’re rated.… We deal with fear more viscerally than anyone. You feel the audience’s fear, your own fear; the whole show is about quelling fear.

—Jerry Seinfeld on HBO’s Talking Funny (2011)

While the above quote may be a bit overstated—Really? No one is judged more than a comedian? No one deals with fear more viscerally?—it does sum up the seriousness with which America’s most well-known observational comic, Jerry Seinfeld, seemingly assumes his craft. Moreover, it aligns with the comedian’s mentality toward obligations in general: “I’m fiercely determined when I make a commitment,” he tells talk-show host Oprah Winfrey in 2007. “Fiercely. And nurturing. I nurture my commitments,” he reiterates. This is also likely why, when Seinfeld now encounters an episode of his groundbreaking sitcom, Seinfeld (1989–1998), he literally turns away: “As much as I enjoy the humor of it, it reminds me of how hard it was to do … When I watch, I see my face and I see how I was struggling” (Oprah 2007). A similar grind is also evident in the documentary Comedian (Christian Charles 2002), which follows Seinfeld and a lesser-known comic as they frustratingly and steadfastly undergo the process of forming a stand-up routine from scratch. Finally, even one of the comedian’s latest endeavors, a website entitled Jerry Seinfeld: Personal Archives (2011), attests to this earnest, introspective work ethic. The minimalist site welcomes visitors thusly:

When I was ten years old, I started watching

stand up comedians on TV.

I fell in love with them and I’m just as fascinated

with stand up comedy today.

When I started doing TV, I saved every appearance

on every show I did.

I thought it might be fun to go through all of it

and pick out three bits each day that still

amuse me for some reason or another.

According to these four blurbs, Jerry Seinfeld has been captivated by comedy since childhood, an admiration he has sustained for over 40 years. As well, because of his love for the craft, the comedian has preserved all of his taped appearances. That is some serious devotion. Furthermore, from interviews, we know that the website itself, which frankly could take someone just a day to execute, was nearly three years in the making. All of this along with the previous instances connotes resolve, contemplation, fortitude. In short, Jerry Seinfeld is a serious comedian.
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Jerry Seinfeld, 2004. (AP Photo/Louis Lanzano)

Born in Brooklyn in April 29, 1954, Jerome Allen Seinfeld spent most of his life in and around New York State. He attended elementary and high school in Massapequa, and college in Oswego (SUNY) and Queens (Queens College, CUNY). This New York upbringing and Jewish heritage—Seinfeld’s parents are of Hungarian and Syrian Jewish descent—would inform much of the situational comedy in his series Seinfeld. But before creating said television phenomenon, Jerry Seinfeld would hone his talent onstage at Catch a Rising Star—a now-defunct Manhattan comedy club that also launched the careers of Billy Crystal, Whoopi Goldberg, Jon Stewart, Ray Romano, and Dave Chappelle, among others—as well as on television specials like The 6th Annual Young Comedians (HBO, 1981) and Rodney Dangerfield: It’s Not Easy Being Me (HBO, 1986). These appearances would ultimately lead the stand-up comedian to recurring spots on The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson (1962–1992) and Late Night with David Letterman (1982–1993).

Like his idol Bill Cosby, Jerry Seinfeld is an observational comic as virtually all of his jokes are grounded in the minutiae of daily life. For example, in his stand-up acts, Seinfeld quips about the ironic phrase dry cleaning (water is used!), the mind-blowing “metallic alloy from NASA” that encases the breakfast Pop Tart, the pupil-less eyes of Blackberry owners who never fully pay attention in face-to-face conversations, those “one-handed, spring-loaded, pain-in-the-ass, Alcatraz-style” sensor faucets in airport bathrooms, and the ridiculousness of terms like maximum strength and extra minty. Seinfeld’s deft deconstruction of such trivial things, certainly the most common form of stand-up humor out there, is perhaps best described by observational/confessional comic Louis C. K. in HBO’s roundtable discussion Talking Funny (2011): “What we do is take a subject and don’t leave it alone until there’s nothing left to it.”

In the same HBO special, fellow observational comedian Ricky Gervais labels Jerry Seinfeld one of “the purest observational comics” in the business. That doesn’t mean, however, that his style/delivery and high-pitched nasally voice haven’t been appropriated and mocked by other comics as well as virtually run into the ground by the news and entertainment media. Or maybe this “purity” is precisely why Seinfeld’s so imitated. See, for example, “Conan O’Brien’s Seinfeld Auditions,” which features a montage of men attempting to enunciate in a Seinfeld-esque manner the phrase “What’s the deal with corn nuts?” As well, in print and online, one may find (among countless other similar titles) “What’s the Deal with Seinfeld’s Fiat?” (NY Times), “What’s the Deal with Jerry Seinfeld’s New Reality Show?” (NY Times), “Jerry Seinfeld Launches a New Website: What’s the Deal?” (The Atlantic), and “Seinfeld: What’s the Deal with Depositions?” (TMZ). But again, despite the knockoffs, parodies, and incessant attributions, Jerry Seinfeld remains the master of this approach, for as two writers for The Onion’s AV Club put it, he, unlike his emulators, has “figured out the formula for relatability: relay the minutiae of thoughts you probably have but never voice. Seinfeld not only picks the ordeal apart, but takes audiences into his mind at each step” (Heisler and Wolinsky 2009, n.p.).

In 1989, Jerry Seinfeld partnered with fellow comedian Larry David (also an observational comic and alum of Catch a Rising Star) to create The Seinfeld Chronicles for NBC. The show’s name would later be changed to Seinfeld to avoid confusion with another (much shorter-lived) sitcom called The Marshall Chronicles (1990). Unlike the more conventional family-themed American sitcoms of the late 1980s and early 1990s, most of which are set in middle-class suburbia (e.g., The Cosby Show, Family Ties, Growing Pains, Full House, Who’s the Boss?), Seinfeld focuses on the arguably mundane daily lives of four maladjusted friends in their thirties living in Manhattan. Significantly, each character is based on a person that either Jerry Seinfeld or Larry David knows in his real life; this is one of the first components of Seinfeld’s self-reflexive and postmodern style and tone.

The four distinctive characters in Seinfeld are as follows: Jerry Seinfeld (played by Seinfeld) is a moderately successful stand-up comic whose interests revolve around tidiness, cereal, women with quirks, and the comic book character Superman. Second, based loosely on the personal life and experiences of Larry David, George Costanza (Jason Alexander) is Jerry’s high school friend, the underachiever of the group who is often unemployed, manipulates others for his own personal gain, and lies unremittingly. Third, Elaine Benes (Julia Louis-Dreyfus), the only female and most professional of the four, enjoys liberal politics, men, sex, and when excited, shoving her friends while yelling the phrase “Get out!” Finally, Jerry’s wacky neighbor is Cosmo Kramer (Michael Richards), a man-child living off his inheritance who wears vintage clothing, makes his entrance by sliding swiftly into Jerry’s apartment, and concocts oddball schemes like strapping a rickshaw to the homeless (to give them work) and designing a coffee-table book about coffee tables.

Seinfeld’s narrative structure, which often draws attention to itself, is as unique as its characters. For instance, Season 9’s “The Betrayal,” in which the four friends travel to India for a wedding, completely reverses its narrative chronologically, playing the events from conclusion to opening. Even the closing Castle Rock Entertainment logo is used twice, once to begin the episode (since the narrative is reversed) and the other to officially end it. There are at least four other ways the series toys with traditional plotting, which Amy McWilliams has categorized as elongation, intersection, multiplicity, and continuation (2006, 81–83). For example, some of the series’ “bottle episodes” (episodes that confine the cast to a singular location) like “The Chinese Restaurant” (the cast waits the entire episode for a table in a Chinese restaurant) and “The Parking Garage” (the cast wanders about the entire episode looking for their car in a parking garage) take place in one location and/or unfold in “real time.” These events, which other sitcoms would typically limit to a couple of scenes, are elongated and drawn out over 23 minutes. In other episodes, Seinfeld offers the viewer only individual subplots, or multiplicity as McWilliams puts it. In “The Subway,” for example, the four characters convene for a couple of minutes at the beginning and end; the rest of the time they spend apart, taking subway rides to and experiencing separate destinations.

At the same time, Seinfeld’s story lines often continue past the half-hour. We experience this, for example, via the show’s double episodes (an hour’s length or a two-parter), arced seasons (e.g., Seasons 4 and 7, which follow Jerry’s sitcom-within-a-sitcom and George’s engagement to Susan), recurring characters/situations (e.g., Crazy Joe Davola, the Maestro, Tim Whatley, DDS), and internal allusions (e.g., George’s obsession with architecture, Kramer’s fear of clowns and gambling problem, Elaine’s horrific dancing style and “big salad”). Much of this sense of continuation, McWilliams maintains, comes from the fact that many of Seinfeld’s episodes are open-ended (2006, 83). Indeed, the majority of the time, the viewer is left with a comedic freeze-frame of one character in the middle of a situation or a sentence, a complete lack of traditional resolution.

But Seinfeld will likely always be remembered for the way its short narrative segments or subplots often interlock to form a tight yet complex whole. While this form of intersection occurs in numerous episodes, the most well known (and revered) is Season 5’s “The Marine Biologist.” Here, Jerry runs into an old college friend, Diane DeConn (Rosalind Allen), who inquires about George and whether he’s made something of himself. Lying on behalf of his unemployed sidekick, Jerry informs Diane that George has become a marine biologist “specializing in whales.” Moments later, George finds himself on a date with Diane wooing her with his account of a recent and totally fabricated “trip to the Galapagos Islands” where he “lived with the turtles.” In the meantime, Kramer has accrued 600 golf balls which he will ultimately transport to and hit into the ocean. Still on their date, George and Diane walk along a beach to find a gathering crowd and offscreen voices yelling, “There’s a beached whale; she’s dying. Is anyone here a marine biologist?” At this moment, a concurrent look of terror and determination comes over George’s face. Then, in the last scene of the episode, the four characters convene in a booth at their usual hangout, Monk’s Diner, where George relays his tale with bravado:

I got about fifty feet out and then suddenly, the great beast appeared before me. I tell you, he was ten stories high if he was a foot.… As I watched him struggling, I realized something was obstructing his breathing. From where I was standing I could see directly into the eye of the great fish! … Then, from out of nowhere a huge tidal wave lifted me, tossed me like a cork, and I found myself on top of him, face to face with the blowhole. I could barely see from all of the waves crashing down on top of me, but I knew something was there. So I reached my hand in and felt around, and pulled out the obstruction!

George now reaches into his shirt pocket and pulls out a golf ball. Immediately, the camera cuts to Kramer, who, now with wide eyes, asks, “What is that, a Titleist?” Then, after the studio audience’s laughter finally dies down, Kramer finishes the bit with, “A hole in one, eh?” As McWilliams reminds, Kramer’s subplot, which at first appears to be a throwaway and completely unrelated to the main plot, has now “come to the forefront in an unexpected way,” a formulation that “creates unpredictability and denies viewer expectations precisely because it draws on and subsequently thwarts the characteristic plots of the genre” (2006, 81).

Along with its characters and narrative structure, Seinfeld’s recurring themes—which include casual dating and sex, toilet habits, and political correctness—differ from the other prime-time sitcoms of this period. In “Seinfeld’s Humor Noir,” Irwin and Cara Hirsch maintain that Seinfeld stands out among sitcoms because its adult characters function as adolescents, celebrate narcissism, and take pleasure in their own venal behavior. The four possess no “redeeming, positive, humanistic values,” Hirsch and Hirsch point out (2000, 123). Indeed, as all Seinfeld devotees know, Jerry, George, Elaine, and Kramer value games over rules of propriety (e.g., masturbation contests, Trivial Pursuit with a Bubble Boy, Kramer’s gambling), break commitments over the smallest flaws (e.g., “low-talkers,” “bad breaker-uppers,” “man-hands,” “Jimmy legs”), obsess over bodily functions (e.g., reading on the toilet, “shrinkage,” nose-picking), scoff at traditional rites of passage like marriage or pregnancy (e.g., “Ugh, it’s been done to death,” Elaine sighs), and take pride in their emotional barrenness (e.g., George opts for coffee after the death of his fiancée, Kramer giddily videos an obese man who’s being mugged). Ultimately, all of this relentless cynicism and corrupt characterization is encapsulated in Seinfeld’s guiding philosophy “no hugging, no learning,” that is, the show will offer no moral lessons, and the characters will never become sentimental with each other.

Undoubtedly, Seinfeld’s main (and secondary) characters, storytelling devices, and themes were unconventional for its time—as were the show’s specific references to both New York City life (e.g., subways, Central Park, Lincoln Center, the West Side YMCA, Mount Sinai Medical Center, H&H Bagels, the Long Island Expressway) and Jewish culture (e.g., Fiddler on the Roof, gossipy rabbis, aging parents in Florida, matzo balls, babka, shiksas, converting to Judaism for the jokes). Consequently, it took a while for audiences to embrace the show. In the beginning, many panned the sitcom as “sophomoric talk radio” and “mildly amusing.” Even comedian Roseanne Barr, whose sitcom, Roseanne (1988–1997), ran contemporaneously with Seinfeld on ABC, found the show about four Manhattanites rather pretentious: “They think they’re doing Samuel Beckett instead of a sitcom,” she asserted (qtd. in Lavery 2006, 2). However, by the end of Seinfeld’s run, it was praised as “an authentic American comedy of manners” as well as “the defining sitcom of our age” (qtd. in Lavery 22, 14). The show also introduced to the world a lexicon still in use today: double-dipping, regifting and degifting, close-talking, doing someone a solid, being master of one’s domain, level-jumping, low-talking, make-up sex, shrinkage, and yada yada yada.

After Seinfeld ended in 1998, a virtual cultural phenomenon in itself, Jerry Seinfeld returned to stand-up comedy and recorded an HBO special I’m Telling You for the Last Time (1998). In 2002, he participated in the aforementioned documentary Comedian as well as authored Halloween (2002), a children’s book on the joy and occasional trials of trick-or-treating. Despite its ultimate offensive message—“greed is good and rudeness is funny”—Halloween earned praise from both critics and parents. (Related, Seinfeld also penned a best-selling book in 1993, Seinlanguage, which includes a few personal stories and some jokes that appear on Seinfeld.) Continuing to dabble in children’s entertainment, Jerry Seinfeld brought his comedic voice to the big screen when he cowrote, produced, and starred in Bee Movie (Hickner and Smith 2007), a computer-animated film about a young-adult bee who leaves the hive to discover a world in which humans poach honey from bees, a situation he will correct by becoming a (bee) lawyer. Despite its A-list cast (Renée Zellweger, Chris Rock, Oprah Winfrey), Bee Movie fared only moderately at the box office and with critics. With a budget of $150 million, the film grossed only $126 million domestically ($287 million worldwide). Both of these recent ventures seemingly reflect Seinfeld’s personal life: after 44 years of bachelorhood, the comedian is now married with three children.

In the last decade, Jerry Seinfeld has also appeared in a couple of webisodes/commercials for American Express (2003–2004) and on Saturday Night Live with his Seinfeld costar Julia Louis-Dreyfus (2006). He has also been featured as himself in an episode of NBC’s sitcom 30 Rock (2007), in Larry David’s Curb Your Enthusiasm (2009), and in the (critically disappointing) The Marriage Ref (2011), a reality-TV show which he cocreated. In 2010, the comedian took on a more serious role, appearing on The Late Show with David Letterman alongside his former costar Michael Richards, who had recently become a media target for spouting racist comments during a nightclub comedy bit. With Seinfeld acting as mediator, Richards appeared via satellite to apologize for his actions; afterward, Seinfeld expressed his appreciation to Letterman: “I’ve known [Michael] many years, and I know how he works onstage. None of that justifies what happened. He’s someone that I love and I know how shattered he is about this. And he deserves a chance to apologize, and that’s all he wanted, and thank you for letting him come on.”

Finally and most recently, Jerry Seinfeld has taken to the social media network Twitter, where he occasionally offers observational humor in 140 characters or fewer and pictures of his latest projects. But it’s not this or Bee Movie or his children’s book or his appearances on The Marriage Ref for which Seinfeld will be remembered and why he should be considered among the most influential figures in entertainment history. Rather, we should regard him in this manner because of the way he humorously deconstructs the trivial details of our daily lives and (along with his cowriters) cleverly weaved such into the series Seinfeld, a so-called “show about nothing” that, in reality, forever changed the course of popular culture and television entertainment.

Kelli Marshall
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SELENA (1971–1995)

A simple analysis of the life of Selena Quintanilla-Pérez would begin in 1971, end in 1995, and detail the albums produced and awards won. However, in order to understand the vast legacy left by Selena, one needs to traverse international borders and engage with the implications of long-standing economic interests. Although some view her as a Mexican music star whose music crossed the U.S.-Mexico border, Selena was born outside of Houston in Lake Jackson, Texas, on April 19, 1971. In 23 years, among numerous awards, she would accumulate a Grammy and 14 Top 10 singles on Billboard’s Top Latin Songs chart, with seven of those reaching #1. She was awarded Best Female Vocalist of the Decade by the Tejano Music Awards in both the 1980s and 1990s after being awarded a Lifetime Achievement Award, and multiple awards in such categories as Tejano Crossover, Song of the Year, and Female Vocalist nine times in a row.

The success of Selena would not have been possible without her father, Abraham Quintanilla. Although he was running a restaurant at the time, he focused on creating a family band after fostering his children’s musical skills and noticing Selena’s talent for singing. Her sister, Suzette, played drums and her brother AB played bass guitar. The band was named Los Dinos in honor of a doo-wop group Abraham belonged to in his youth. In many ways, Selena found the success that her father long sought for himself. While attending Ray Miller High School, he began a high school singing group called the Gumdrops. So hopeful for success, and much to the dismay of his parents, he dropped out during his senior year of high school. Although the band was Spanish slang for ‘The Guys,’ they recorded songs in English. Their first single, “So Hard to Tell,” released in 1959, helped spark their career, so that their second single, “Give Me One Chance,” sold nearly 150,000 copies, particularly through the Southwest United States. However, despite their growing success, they encountered a great many social obstacles because of racism. Clubs, motels, and other venues turned them away, particularly in white neighborhoods. The band’s popularity waned slowly, and by 1969, Abraham Quintanilla quit the band after the birth of first daughter, Suzette Michelle.

From Corpus Christi, the Quintanillas relocated to Lake Jackson, and Abraham began working at Dow Chemical as a shipping clerk. In 1971, Selena was born. The Quintanillas were living the American Dream. To solidify this, in 1982, Abraham opened up Papagayo, a Mexican restaurant. The Quintanilla children had formed a small band with the encouragement and structure of their father. In fact, Papagayo was built with a small platform so the children could perform in front of guests. The band, Selena y Los Dinos, took its name directly from Abraham’s past successful musical venture, Los Dinos. Abraham, with his many connections in the music business, began working with his children to record their music. The band was comprised of Selena as the singer, Suzette on drums, and AB on bass guitar. However, the family’s success was short-lived, as the 1983 recession hit the region particularly hard, and Papagayo closed that year. Once prosperous, the family had lost their home. Returning to his passion in life, Abraham relocated his family to Corpus Christi and threw himself fully into management of Selena y Los Dinos, booking the family for various weddings, parties, and other paying social functions.
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Selena, 1995. (AP Photo/Paul Howell, Houston Chronicle, File)

Initially, Selena y Los Dinos would play Tejano music. Unique to the region, Tejano music is a mix of polka, pop, country, and Mexican/Mexican-Colombian music. The songs were in Spanish, although Selena did not speak the language at the time. Instead, she learned the songs phonetically. As suggested in Gregory Nava’s 1997 biopic, Selena, Abraham emphasized performing music typically seen as traditional and performing in Spanish, even though Selena and Abraham were both born in Texas and citizens of the United States and predominantly English speaking (Morales 2003, 172). However, it would be too easy to suggest that the creation of Selena y Los Dinos was simply a way for Abraham to rectify past issues within his own musical career and personal identity. What motivated Selena y Los Dinos to focus on the performance of Tejano-based music was economic interest. Although the band initially began doing country music, they switched to Tejano music a year later because of the larger market the band could tap into to play gigs. The music especially appealed to those living on the border with a dual identity. As singer Stephanie Lynn noted, “To me Tejano is a symbol of the Mexican-American race … The mainstream wasn’t available to many of us. Mexican-Americans couldn’t be pop stars or jazz stars. So we made our own music and our own industry … We have confusion about who we are. Are we accepted by Mexicans? Are we accepted by Americans?” (qtd. in Leland 1995, 80). However, the market for Selena’s y Los Dinos’ Tejano music would eventually expand beyond the United States and Mexico to El Salvador, Guatemala, Colombia, Puerto Rico, Canada, and Australia.

Tejano music is predominantly comprised of Spanish-based sounds with German polka with instruments such as the bajo sexto guitar and the accordion. The musical style has its roots entrenched in class, as music of the style, if not directly, calls on common themes in corridos, musical ballads that traditionally retell the history of Tejanos. Tejanos are largely defined as those who were once Mexican working-class people who experienced oppression or disenfranchisement after the Mexican-American War and the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo resulted in the redrawing of the U.S.-Mexico border in 1848 and a loss of land by Mexican-turned-American citizens in this region. The border region developed its own unique culture as a melding of different nationalities and interests along the border; however, Tejano music was seen as being of a lower class because of its melding with other musical styles and regional cultures, in comparison with styles such as Mariachi (Kleinhans 1998, 30). Tejano music was not viewed as an authentic expression of Mexican culture. The tenuous relationship between individuals living in this area, their perceived ethnicity, identity, language, and culture are exemplified in Tejano music and in the relationship that Abraham had with his own identity. Abraham did not initially begin teaching his children Spanish, but then pressed Selena into signing in Spanish and learning the language in order to interview with Spanish-based news outlets (Kleinhans 1998, 29).

Changes in language were not the only way that Selena y Los Dinos morphed in order to attract fans. The musical influences and styles were also adjusted in order to appeal to regional audiences. As Abraham recalls, “In certain areas of Texas, the Valley, for example, accordion music is very strong. When we would go to the Valley, we would do more accordion-type songs, using the keyboard. In parts of West Texas, they want the cumbias, so we would give them more cumbias. And in Houston and Dallas, the young people want more pop music, so that’s what we’d do” (Mitchell 1995, 6).

As Selena’s career progressed, so did the additional musical influences. In order to help reach a larger audience with their unique Tejano style of music, Selena appeared on the Johnny Canales Show, carried through Univision. While this brought her to new homes and regions where the family’s touring had yet appeared, it is interesting to note how changes in communication regulations and increasing consolidation of record labels impacted the style of music as well.

It is important to note that Selena y Los Dinos did not exclusively perform Tejano music, but rather a unique form that borrowed from a variety of styles. In “Techno Cumbia,” as the name suggests, the band began incorporating dance and early techno influences. Later works included flamenco, disco, and R&B influences, allowing Selena to transcend boundaries between traditional and contemporary music (Morales 2003, 173). Although toward the end, Selena y Los Dinos became more popularly known as Selena, it is important to note how integral her brother AB was to the band’s success. The music is typically pigeonholed as Tejano music, but this label escapes the international sound the band cultivated in order to gain mass appeal. Referring to the music simply as Tejano fails to acknowledge their synthesis of polka rhythms, reggae, salsa, funk, and the incorporation of new technology to create and mix distinct sounds. As AB noted, “They call us Tejano, and yes, we are from Texas. But a lot of the music we’re playing is from Mexico and South America [and their music is] a mixture of tropical, reggae, cumbia, all these things. It’s got pop influences to it, too” (Mitchell 1995, 6).

As playlists and radio shows moved from local acts to corporate playlists, musical tastes began to homogenize. Musical varieties such as Tejano and Mariachi often merged into more generic, pan-Latino sounds in order to appeal to a broader market. This market was idealized as a predominantly American market. It is interesting to note the conception of who Selena belongs to, and who “her people” were. She was predominantly an English speaker, yet Selena was largely embraced and accepted as a member of a Spanish-based community. It is important not to fall back on monolithic notions of citizenship, language, and national identity as being exclusive binary categories. Although there’s certainly a distinction between native Spanish speakers and Latino Americans, both groups were assumed to benefit by an entrance and thus acceptance of Selena in the United States. Having access to these economic channels signaled success. In this way, Selena was able to champion Tejano music, culture, and a greater acceptance of increasingly merging cultural influences. However, this could not be done without first acquiring a positive presence in the Mexican music market, which the Mexican-American musical audiences turned to for guidance.

In many ways, Selena’s life was a paradox. While most musicians of a similar status are written off as divas, Selena was frequently reported to be a kind, caring, and genuine person by those she met. Despite her fame and subsequent fortune, she purchased a modest home and lived in a quiet, lower- to middle-class neighborhood surrounded by her family. Despite her scantily clad performances, often in bra-like tops with a sheer blouse, Selena appealed to more conservative and older audiences because of the traditional roots of the music, as well as the value of putting family at the forefront. As Selena y Los Dinos was a successful tight-knit family venture, fans saw that Selena’s success came from adherence to family values. However, as her father dropped out of school to pursue his musical dreams, he prodded Selena to do the same so that she could focus on the heavy touring schedule. Although she would drop out in the eighth grade, like other young entertainers she would earn her high school diploma through correspondence school. As part of her efforts for social betterment, she worked on campaigns to prevent drug abuse and to stop other children and young adults from dropping out of school, as well as Toys for Tots, DARE, and hosting free concerts for underprivileged students (Otfinski 2007, 212).

In order to appeal to an audience of Selena’s peers—other Mexican Americans—Selena first had to present herself as authentically Mexican and be accepted by Mexicans as demonstrated through commercial success. It is important to note how historical and social barriers between the cultures were reinforced through specific economic and marketing strategies (Kleinhans 1998, 121). This is not limited to the interests of record companies, but corporations as well. Coca-Cola has long dominated the Mexican soft drink industry. It was no surprise when Selena was chosen to promote the beverage in 1989 to Texas audiences, especially given her growing appeal across borders. However, she also used her image to help open a series of boutiques and beauty salons in San Antonio and Corpus Christi, with plans to launch her own signature perfume. Selena had gained enough stardom that she was no longer simply a singer; she had morphed into her own brand that served as a bridge between Mexican and American cultures. It should be noted that Selena was of one-fourth Cherokee heritage, but this was largely overlooked by promoters, the media, and thus fans, and is another instance of lost Native American heritage, perhaps partially because the population of Native Americans is not considered significant enough to be profitable on a large scale.

Still, despite achieving some success as the band began, they faced great adversity because Selena y Los Dinos was fronted by Selena. Many promoters refused to work with the band because they felt that not only was she too young, she would never be able to draw an audience as a male performer would. The lack of willing promoters, distributors, and other music agents made the beginning progress of the band slow because it was difficult to find a willing and paying audience without the needed publicity. Before Selena, most female entertainers did not sell well in the Tejano market, perhaps because of a long history of their being shunned by agents. What drew Jose Behar, who had just launched EMI’s Latin label, to Selena was that he believed she would transcend the Tejano market and become the “next Gloria Estefan” (Mitchell 1995, 6). Behar imagined a much larger, international market for Selena’s work, believing that once she conquered Mexican airwaves, her success would spread to California and then the rest of the United States. As he stated, “For the first time, we exposed Mexicans to what Tejano music was, and once you go into Mexico, that tidal wave is felt in California” (Mitchell 1995, 6). Selena had successfully broken gender barriers across boundaries as well, and, for better or worse, became a recognizable brand.

Unfortunately, when Selena is discussed, typically the tragic and bizarre circumstances of her untimely death are first to be mentioned. In looking at the events that transpired after her death, several conclusions can be drawn. First, the outpouring of grief from fans around the world lead to Selena’s image being further monetized. From handmade memorial items such as t-shirts and hats to millions of issues of a commemorative People magazine, individuals and corporations benefited from her death. Secondly, the sites of grief demonstrate the regions where Selena had fully crossed over and penetrated the market. The beginnings of an emerging Internet culture demonstrate how these sites transcend physical regions into digital sites of mourning.

As countless articles, documentaries, TV dramas, and other media have reported, Selena was killed on the morning of March 31, 1995, by Yolanda Saldívar, who was not only the president of her fan club but also a manager at her clothing boutique. In honor of Selena, two large memorials have been erected, one in Corpus Christi, Texas, and one in Apodaca, Nuevo León, Mexico, straddling each side of the U.S.-Mexico border, just as Selena and her family has. The family held a daylong wake the day after her death in Corpus Christi’s Bayfront Auditorium where nearly 50,000 people passed by her casket. Others across the United States from Miami to Los Angeles held candlelight vigils, some drove by in a funeral-style procession past her home, while others placed artifacts at her home in remembrance (Paredez 2002, 68).

After her death, a People issue with Selena gracing its cover was released in the lower half of the United States. After they quickly sold out, People decided to release a rarely offered commemorative issue. Within two weeks, nearly a million copies had sold. Coverage in the mainstream U.S. press was not limited to celebrity tabloids; news of Selena’s death made two days of front-page New York Times news (Mitchell 1995, 6). However, to some Americans, such as Howard Stern, this outpouring of grief was surprising. Selena had operated under the radar for many Americans since she primarily sang in Spanish. It was not until after her death that her posthumous release, Dreaming of You, released later in 1995, gave listeners a mix of English and Spanish songs. As a result, more awareness of perceived Latino culture occurred in the United States.

This is certainly not to say that all Hispanics were ardent fans of Selena. However, a knowledge of her before her death acted in some ways as a cultural currency. In contrast, as Robin Quivers of The Howard Stern Show said, “Tejano music, I don’t know exactly what that is, I have never heard of Selena, but she just won a Grammy.” Stern took it much further, saying “Spanish people have the worst taste in music. They don’t have any depth …” (“Selena Segment” 1995). While this is typical of Stern’s controversial spouting, it shows how Selena’s music did not resonate with all Americans. As Quivers stated, she was not even aware of the singer, although she noted that Selena had received a Grammy in order to demonstrate that Selena had been accepted by the American music industry, and thus, had attained some meaning. She was no longer merely a faceless, Mexican entertainer, but she had gained credibility in the United States. It demonstrates a larger dichotomy of Selena’s personal identity. Despite being an English-speaking, U.S. citizen, her popular image as a Spanish-speaking entertainer erased her American identity. This sentiment is indirectly carried by many of her fans who felt that one of the greatest sources of tragedy surrounding her death is that she was unable to experience the crossover popularity she had attained after her death in the United States. Without acceptance by general American audiences, despite growing worldwide popularity, Selena hadn’t quite made it yet. As her father reflected, “That was her biggest dream, of crossing over, because she was born here. She was an American” (Mitchell 1995, 6).

Selena became a posthumous icon, not only useful for peddling commodities, but also serving as a way to unify and homogenize the diverse groups living within the United States under the monolithic label of Hispanic or Latino. The visible mourning for her brought greater attention to these varied communities within the United States. However, the knowledge of Selena’s music made divisions between monolithic notions of Latino and greater America, which is assumed to be Anglo-Saxon, more prominent. More eloquently stated by Paredez, “The act of mourning Selena constituted one of the most provocative and generative ways in which Latina/os in the US articulated a critical formulation of latinidad during the 1990s … the tragedy of Selena provided many Latina/os with a compelling discursive space in which to decry both past and concurrent tragic consequences they faced” (2002, 67). Although Tejano music was maligned, it was Selena y Los Dinos’ incorporation of various influences, and the worldwide success that the band and Selena achieved as a brand, that allowed these misgivings to fall by the wayside. This is to say nothing of the change in public memory that quickly occurs when tragedy strikes. Because Selena was murdered so young, at the height of her career and ironically by the manager of her fan club, it becomes easy for the public to universally mourn her.

Selena’s passing is often credited for helping to bring about the Latin Music Boom of the 1990s. Her death caused many Americans living away from the bordering states of Mexico to have a greater awareness of Spanish-based music. However, one must remember that Selena listened to a variety of music: the Eagles, Little Anthony and the Imperials, Rocio Durcal, Whitney Houston, Gloria Estefan, and Janet Jackson. Jennifer Lopez, one of the biggest stars emerging from this time and one firmly associated with Latino identity, was not even aware of Selena’s fame until she was selected to play her. In an interview with Henry Béhar, Lopez said of Selena, “When I got the part I didn’t realize how big this woman was and how many fans she had in the Latin press, in the Latin community both in this country and out of this country. I was a little overwhelmed” (1997). Selena’s identity was compartmentalized; in interviews she would first mention “oldies but goodies” as her primary influences, but often interviewers would specifically ask about her Latin and Tejano musical influences. Although entertainers such as Selena and Jennifer Lopez enjoy and are influenced by a variety of performers from different backgrounds, they are pushed into performing as representatives of Latino identity.

What allows Selena’s story to resonate is her overcoming adversity to achieve success. Although most label this the American Dream, it is part of a larger, universal desire to achieve some form of success. For fans such as Benny Benavides, “She came out of the barrio and made it. We sympathize with her because she made it. She was a symbol for South Texas and Corpus Christi. She made Corpus Christi” (Godines 1995, n.p.). However, her death made her an icon that could be easily transported to stand in for Latino identity across the United States and around the world. Selena was young, likeable, and tragically killed. Her flawless persona made her brand universally desirable, as the flood of commemorative memorabilia, albums, magazines, clothing, movies, and a Broadway show demonstrated. However, it is important not to look at Selena’s life through the lens of commercial interests. She brought joy and awareness to people around the world. She helped pave the way for greater cultural transfusion, a greater appreciation for Spanish-based entertainment, and an increase in ethnic pride and identification. And she was one of the rare few who have achieved the elusive American Dream and made it on a worldwide stage despite ethnic, language, gender, and class issues that she and her family encountered along the way.

Rahima Schwenkbeck
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SERLING, ROD (1924–1975)

Each week throughout its five-year run between 1959 and 1964, a television series called The Twilight Zone lured its audiences into an alternate universe. It was a dimension in which the everyday intersected with the exceptional; a realm comprised of narrative concerns spanning from time and space travel to domestic strife, tales of redemption to musings on Faustian corruption—often featuring a surprise ending that shocked the audience. Appearing at the close of an era in entertainment now known as the golden age of television, the series was filmed in black-and-white on the back lots of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios, and featured future stars (including Robert Redford and Robert Duvall) and character actors alike. The show also utilized the talents of writers like Charles Beaumont, Earl Hamner, Jr., and Richard Matheson, as well as direction from cinematic figures like Mitchell Leisen, Don Siegel, and Jacques Tourneur. In the title sequence of each episode, an unseen narrator would stake out the conceptual territory of the show: “There is a fifth dimension beyond that which is known to man. It is a dimension as vast as space and as timeless as infinity. It is the middle-ground between light and shadow, between science and superstition; and it lies between the pit of man’s fears and the summit of his knowledge. This is the dimension of imagination. It is an area which we call the Twilight Zone.” The voice belonged to Rod Serling, creator of The Twilight Zone.

[image: image]

Rod Serling, 1959. (AP Photo)

In this uncanny dimension that continually shifted between times and spaces, the everyday and the extraordinary, Serling existed as the single constant: the intoning voice that would guide the spectator into this parallel universe and comment on the proceedings as the story closed; the suited figure, often seen with cigarette in hand, who would appear in the mise-en-scène of the episodes to offer a prologue, no matter the incongruity of the setting. Off the screen, in a more quotidian reality, Serling’s vision defined the direction of The Twilight Zone: He wrote 92 of the 156 episodes and used the series as a forum through which to explore enduring questions of identity and morality, as well as contemporary issues like race relations, the threat of nuclear war, and the relationship between the human and mechanical in the modern age.

In an attempt to explain the appeal of the anthology series, Serling remarked that it “is about people—about human beings involved in extraordinary circumstances, in strange problems of their own or fate’s making” (Presnell and McGee 1998, 16). Challenging strictures of censorship and conventions of popular entertainment to explore these “strange problems” of the human experience, Serling framed often-controversial topics within the fantastic otherness of the Twilight Zone, recognizable to and yet removed from the viewer; and at the same time, he infused the domestic viewing-space of television with the possibilities of an alternate reality that continue to resonate in contemporary culture.

Commenting on The Twilight Zone, series writer George Clayton Johnson—who crafted hallmark episodes like “Nothing in the Dark” (1962) and “Kick the Can” (1962)—described its narratives as “realistic fantasies about seemingly average people on average streets … each of whose lives would be filled by some extraordinary magical factor” (Presnell 1998, 27). Serling’s creation of the series itself, however, derived from the constellation of more concrete cultural and personal factors. Though now synonymous with notions of the otherworldly, Serling in fact began his writing career as one of the original “angry young men” chronicling contemporary mores in teleplays for television’s golden-age; but by the end of the 1950s, commercial demands and censorship constraints led him to pursue a more allegorical style in the alternate universes of The Twilight Zone. Yet even in moving from the realist perspective that defined his early dramatic work to the uncanny envisioning of the series, Serling maintained a concern with both philosophical and topical questions of existence—often controversial, and consistently provoking the audience’s contemplation. Ultimately, Serling’s identity as a writer evolved from his determination to, as he declared, “menace the public’s conscience” (Brode and Serling 2009, xviii).

Born on Christmas Day in 1924, Serling would go on to serve as a combat paratrooper in World War II, receiving a Purple Heart. (Serling’s brother, novelist Robert, has remarked that a number of the scripts for The Twilight Zone, as well as its often-nightmarish sensibilities, “reflected the experiences he had and what he saw” in combat [Stanyard 2007, 142].) Following the war, Serling attended Antioch College in Ohio. There, he developed an interest in creative writing that led him to become a scriptwriter for radio dramas and subsequently explore the nascent mediascape of television in the early 1950s. Far from the reality-show material so dominant in today’s entertainment industry, the early days of television produced live, one-hour dramatic works that focused on utterly adult issues like alcoholism, social (in)justice, and the struggle of the individual in modern society. Indeed, writers like Paddy Chayefsky, J. P. Miller, and Reginald Rose contributed teleplays—including, respectively, Marty (1953), Days of Wine and Roses (1958), and Twelve Angry Men (1954)—that were later made into acclaimed feature films (Brode and Serling 2009, xv). Anthology series like Kraft Television Theater, Hallmark Hall of Fame, Studio One, and Playhouse 90 broadcast these prestige productions, even as the sponsors of the shows often modified the plays’ content in order to avoid associating their products with controversial topics (Hunt 2009, 8–9). Yet what in retrospect formed the first “golden age” for television actually began in a more amorphous form; as producer Fielder Cook remarked, “We had no rules, so we in effect created the medium ourselves” (Brode and Serling 2009, xxiii).

Throughout the 1950s, Serling joined Chayefsky, Miller, and Rose in the creation of intense, topical teleplays so acclaimed that Ayn Rand described him as a figure “dramatizing controversial journalistic issues of the moment, never taking sides, conspicuously avoiding value-judgments, writing about ordinary people” (Hunt, 7). In 1955, Serling wrote “Patterns,” a teleplay that examined the effects of corporate ruthlessness on an “everyman” businessman; and in 1956, he presented “Requiem for a Heavyweight,” a poignant account of a punch-drunk fighter. Both works brought Serling critical and commercial success, as well as Emmy Awards for writing achievement; as he remarked of life after the broadcast of “Patterns,” “One minute after the show went off the air my phone started to ring. It’s been ringing ever since” (Zicree 1982, 10). Yet Serling struggled with the interference of television sponsors and the censorship strictures they enforced. In 1956, following their interventions in his scripts “The Arena” and “Noon on Doomsday,” which addressed, respectively, political corruption and racism, Serling found himself at odds with the modus operandi of the industry itself. As he declared in a 1959 interview with Mike Wallace, “I think it’s criminal that we’re not permitted to make dramatic note of social evils as they exist, of controversial themes as they are inherent in our society” (Hunt, 20).

Critic Lester H. Hunt perceives Serling’s dissatisfaction with the commercial constraints of live drama productions—which were themselves losing popularity—as the definitive juncture that impelled the writer from the realism of his early teleplays toward the science fiction/fantasy of The Twilight Zone. In his pursuit of creative control and authentic expression, Serling found that this generic context allowed for an allegorical engagement with the “controversial themes” that inspired him. As producer Dick Berg has observed, “Within the parameters of [Serling’s] own store, such as he enjoyed on The Twilight Zone, he could do anything he wanted … and fit it within the framework. So it became a natural habitat for him creatively” (Zicree 1982, 15). Indeed, Hunt also perceives here Serling’s assumption of a broader philosophical identity, one that allowed him to engage with “general ideas and principles” of existence rather than only the particular topical issues that dominated the realist teleplays (22). Likening it to the surprise endings, or “snappers,” that characterized many of the Zone’s episodes, Hunt describes Serling’s transition as “unpredictable and yet somehow logical after the fact” (8)—an evolution, that is, from “angry young man” of 1950s drama to philosopher of “the dimension of imagination.”

What unites the early work of Serling as a pioneer in television’s golden age with his later role as creator of The Twilight Zone, then, is an overarching concern with the human experience—regardless of controversy or commercial interest. As Serling’s widow, Carol, remarked upon the 50th anniversary of the series, the show endures as “a thinly veiled call to public consciousness” (Brode and Serling 2009, xiv). The second-season episode “Eye of the Beholder” (1960), for example, meditates on the pervasive demands of social conformity; while “The Big Tall Wish” (Season 1, 1960) broke racial barriers by featuring an African American cast in a tale of childhood and faith in miracles. A particularly striking instance of this appeal to the audience may be found in the 1960 episode “The Monsters Are Due on Maple Street.” Written by Serling for the first season of the series, the show recounts the hysteria that builds in a small-town neighborhood after a large blast of light and roaring sound from an unidentified source leaves the houses without electricity. After a child compares the happenings to a science fiction story he has read, the neighbors begin to believe a spaceship has landed. They band together as a mob, accusing random families of being monsters from outer space. As the violence increases and a neighbor is shot and killed, the camera pans back to reveal a long shot of the pandemonium—viewed, in quintessential snapper tradition, by two Martians. Noting a pattern that indicates that humans will simply destroy each other, one alien remarks, “They pick the most dangerous enemy they can find, and it’s themselves.”

Carl Plantinga has termed these surprise endings “frame shifters,” or conclusions that “dramatically and decisively alter the spectator’s frame of reference … [They] involve a surprise … of knowledge or understanding” (2009, 51–52). Indeed, Serling utilizes the momentum of this narrative shift to extend the “frame” of social commentary even further, remarking in his closing narration, “There are weapons that are simply thoughts, attitudes, prejudices, to be found only in the minds of men … And the pity of it is that these things cannot be confined to the Twilight Zone.” Nor, in fact, were they confined to the narrative world of Maple Street: Douglas Brode points out that the neighborhood scapegoating eerily parallels the machinations of the “Red Scare” that panicked a nation earlier in the 1950s and inspired the paranoid villainy of the House Un-American Activities Committee (2009, 168). In this “call to public consciousness,” to recall Carol Serling’s words, Rod Serling unsettles familiar elements—a sunny street in summer, a gathering of middle-class families, even the popular science fiction tales the child fatally recounts to his neighbors—to reveal the corrosive fear and mistrust that often underlie everyday life. If fantastic rather than realist, “The Monsters Are Due on Maple Street” provides a reflection of existence that demands consideration.

Serling once observed that “television is an intimate medium. It is most meaningful and most effective when you keep in mind that the closer you get to people and the more vertical you probe, the better your drama” (Wolfe 1997, 17). Certainly with its ethos of exploring more deeply, or “vertically,” the triumphs and tragedies of human nature, the creative coordinates of The Twilight Zone exceeded those determined by the science fiction/fantasy model, and ultimately even the medium of television itself. Indeed, Thomas E. Wartenberg has commented on the series’ ability to blur the boundaries between reality and the narrative realm, citing Serling’s appearance in the mise en scène of the episodes as a presence signaling “the interpenetration of real and fictional persons and things” (2009, 134); and J. P. Telotte argues that the show’s incorporation of cinematic techniques presaged the “convergence aesthetic” so defining to today’s networked visual culture (2011, 22, 33). Rather than demarcate The Twilight Zone from the reality it revised and reflected, or categorize the modes of its storytelling, Serling’s concept exalted the interweaving of these elements.

In his study of the horror tradition in popular culture, Stephen King muses on the enigmatic qualities of The Twilight Zone: “Of all the dramatic programs which have ever run on American TV, it’s the one which comes closest to defying any overall analysis” (1981, 269). Citing the series’ fluency in comedy, fantasy, “cop” stories, western narratives, and, of course, science fiction, King concludes that Serling’s show simply “was its own thing” that “generated a kind of existential weirdness” (269, 271). For just as its stories challenged the time-space continuum in moving between past, present, and future, or the Earth and outer space, the series came “closer” to universal experience in distancing itself from the demands of narrative tradition. There is, in this way, an elusive element to The Twilight Zone—an uncanny nexus between genres and, moreover, the everyday and the otherworldly that, as King stated, resists categorization. Episodes engaging with aliens and other outer-space phenomena—including “People Are Alike All Over” (1960), “The Invaders” (1961), and “To Serve Man” (1962)—offer “frame shifters” that throw this nexus into relief; yet especially reflective of the series’ essential ambiguities are shows concerning the relationship between the human and the mechanical.

As Susan L. Feagin has noted, throughout the series, objects like robots, mannequins, and even ventriloquists’ dummies “appear to be … more lifelike, even human, than humans themselves” (2009, 106)—a blurring of boundaries between the animate and inanimate that inspired episodes like “The Lonely” (1959), “I Sing the Body Electric” (1962), and “Steel” (1963). These shows, among others, shift between a more contemplative and an overtly dystopic envisioning of automation in the modern age; and epitomizing this trope of the intertwining between the human and inanimate is second-season offering “The Lateness of the Hour” (1960). It is a meditation on nature and design that suggests, according to Serling’s introduction, that “the product of man’s talent and genius can walk amongst us untouched by the normal ravages of time … [and] that perfection is relative.” In this episode, Jana (played by Inger Stevens), the daughter of a wealthy inventor, rebels against her parents’ insulated world and the staff of robots created to attend to their every wish. Virtually indestructible and implanted with a memory that grants them an artificial biography, the robots—and her parents’ dependence upon them—enrage Jana. She convinces her father to destroy his creations and liberate the family; but immediately thereafter, Jana learns that she herself is a robot crafted to be a daughter. Though Jana is traumatized, her father determines to maintain her existence—not as a devoted daughter, but as a faithful servant assuming the manufactured identity of her predecessor.

The snapper here reveals not only a twist ending but the grim irony of the narrative: The being who fought with such integrity for independence from her parents’ lives is only a machine; and though Jana eventually despairs over her presumed “inability” to feel love or pain—the very sensibilities that have defined her character—it is finally her human creators who demonstrate an emotional deficiency. In their resistance to an outside world filled with war, poverty, and prejudice, the doctor and his wife have constructed their own twilight zone of militant complacency; they have, as Serling states in his final comments, “made comfort a life’s work.” Illustrating The Twilight Zone’s sheer “existential weirdness,” recalling King’s terms, “The Lateness of the Hour” incorporates elements of science fiction, Gothic narratives, and even dark humor in a teleplay that challenges narrative categorizations and condemns spiritual atrophy. Ultimately, with its exploration of characters in “vertical” depth, the episode speaks to the series’ greater contention that humanity, like the perfection referenced in the prologue, is relative.

In 1964, The Twilight Zone reached the conclusion of its television run. Even before the end of the series, the intensity of the production schedule had overtaxed Serling; and in an effort to refocus his creative energies, he balanced his responsibilities to the show with a teaching sabbatical at Antioch College. Serling also contributed to cinematic projects, writing the script for John Frankenheimer’s Seven Days in May (1964) and the science fiction classic Planet of the Apes (Schaffner 1968). In 1970, he returned to television with Night Gallery, an anthology series that featured the writer introducing horror tales inspired by paintings in a macabre gallery. Though the show ran for three years, television executives limited Serling’s influence; and in protest, he relinquished any personal or creative investment in the project. In 1975, Serling died in an untimely fashion after open-heart surgery that followed a heart attack. He was just 50 years old.

The Twilight Zone, however, has never passed from cultural consciousness. In 1983, Steven Spielberg produced Twilight Zone: The Movie; and two television revivals of the series were produced between 1985–1989 and 2002–2003. Cable networks have run marathons of the original episodes throughout the years; and since 2008, publishers Walker and Co. have collaborated with the Savannah College of Art and Design on a series of graphic novels based on Serling-penned episodes. For a series so concerned with the fluidity between temporal modes, there is a poetic aptness to The Twilight Zone’s ability to generate both a retrospective appreciation and new works of art. Indeed, the show continually engaged with the intersection of the past and present moment, as exemplified by shows like “Walking Distance” (1959), “A Hundred Yards over the Rim” (1961), and “The Incredible World of Horace Ford” (1963); and Serling himself considered one such episode, “A Stop at Willoughby” (1960), one of his favorites (Stanyard 2007, 137).

As a beleaguered executive commutes by train between his unhappy home and the “push-push-push” tensions of his job, he catches glimpses of an idyllic, turn-of-the-century town called Willoughby. Drawn to this halcyon site, he finally gets off the train at the stop—only for the snapper ending to reveal that he has, in fact, died and been taken away by the Willoughby and Son Funeral Home. Serling considers the situation in his epilogue: “Willoughby—maybe it’s wishful thinking nestled in a hidden part of a man’s mind; or maybe it’s the last stop in the vast design of things … Whatever it is, it comes with sunlight and serenity, and is a part of the Twilight Zone.” Though few of the series’ episodes offered worlds of sunlight and serenity, Willoughby stands as a microcosm quintessential to the greater dimension of The Twilight Zone itself. In his crafting of this spatiotemporal nexus between dream and reality, Serling made manifest the potential for redemption or desolation that abides within each being; the myriad possibilities that lead to the past or future, an idyllic town or planet in outer space. Appealing to the audience’s social conscience and metaphysical impulse both in the golden-age of television and today’s modes of syndication, Serling sought to prove that the experience of the individual—robot or human, Martian or ghost—is, like the Twilight Zone itself, as vast as space and timeless as infinity.

Ana Salzberg
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SIEGEL, JERRY (1914–1996), AND JOE SHUSTER (1914–1992)

Unlike many people who had long careers in the arts and could be said to have changed American entertainment, writer Jerry Siegel and artist Joe Shuster are most remembered for a single creation that the two collaborated to invent when only teenagers and refined in their early twenties. While their creation has thrived in various media for more than seven decades and its influence has permeated nearly every form of media, Siegel and Shuster themselves only worked on the creation for a handful of the early years of its long history. Yet this creation—the comic book superhero, initiated by their creation of Superman—continues to enthrall audiences in the twenty-first century while countless other fictional creations have been forgotten. Even today comic book superheroes, including Superman, entertain millions of people a year not only in comic books but in big-budget movies, television programs, and even, like in the grand tradition of Greek mythology from which they are derived, in live theater.

Though heroic characters have existed in fiction from the earliest the days of mythmaking—and some of these had extraordinary powers and others wore fanciful costumes—it was not until Siegel and Shuster combined all these elements to create the Man of Tomorrow that the first archetypal superhero was created. Hundreds of other superhero characters have been created since, and while Siegel and Shuster also created the supernatural detective Doctor Occult, private eye Slam Bradley, secret agent Bart Regan, and Jerry Siegel cocreated the ghostly avenger the Spectre, the cyborg Robotman, and the superhero Star-Spangled Kid, the popularity of these characters pale in comparison to the Man of Steel. More importantly, not only did they create Superman, but the two created much of the lore that is widely known about Superman: his girlfriend Lois Lane, the Daily Planet newspaper and its gruff editor Perry White, Superman’s best pal Jimmy Olsen, the planet Krypton, Ma and Pa Kent, villains like Lex Luthor and Mxyzptlk, and the younger version of Superman, Superboy. In addition, with other artists Siegel created many of the superhero characters in the Legion of Super-Heroes, future allies of Superboy during his frequent trips to the future. While the Superman character himself is an influential creation, the supporting cast and concepts are what extended his influence and allowed him to remain fascinating to the public over the decades.
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Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, 1975. (Bettmann/CORBIS)

Part of Superman’s great success is rooted in the era he was introduced. In the 1930s, it seemed to many Americans that the experiment in life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness that had begun a century and a half earlier was failing. Not only was the Great Depression removing any hope of achieving the already elusive American Dream, but the rise of extremism and racial tensions both at home and abroad left everyday Americans with little optimism in the future of any corner of the globe. The rise of extremism combined with the worst economic disaster in the history of the United States led to a perhaps unprecedented demand for escapism, and, as a result, golden eras emerged in American cinema, radio, music, sports, and also in one of the country’s newest mediums, comics. Comic strips (and later comic books) invented a new breed of fictional larger-than-life folk hero who aroused feelings of strength and capability in those who otherwise felt powerless. At the end of the 1930s, fascism forced Europe into war, and though the United States remained officially neutral, the writers and artists behind the comics, who like Siegel and Shuster were predominantly Jewish, were aghast at Adolf Hitler’s rise to power and declared war on the Axis long before the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Comic book superheroes had a vital role in restoring faith in the American Dream and reiterating the importance of traditional American moral values while the real world spiraled into bleak depths previously unseen in human history. This era, now referred to as the Golden Age of comics, not only helped establish the legitimacy of the medium but proved that comics could be used as both a valuable political tool and an inexpensive, action-packed form of escapism. Chief among these superheroes was Siegel and Shuster’s creation, Superman.

Superman—the first superpowered costumed hero in comics—debuted in the first issue of Action Comics, cover dated June 1938. Superman remains a regularly appearing character in monthly comic books, including the still-running Action Comics. Nevertheless, current public perception of the Superman character is vastly different from the multimedia Man of Steel of the late 1930s, or even the prototype Superman that Siegel and Shuster created in 1933. That earliest Superman character created by Siegel and Shuster was actually not a hero, but a villain. The two 18-year-old science fiction fans created a villainous, sneering bald character with telepathic powers as the titular villain in “The Reign of the Superman,” an illustrated short story that appeared in Science Fiction #3, a fantasy magazine published by Siegel. Siegel self-published the duo’s early work in this magazine because of their inability to sell it to publishers—a scenario to which the two partners would become accustomed over the next five years. When the villainous Superman character and the magazine proved unsuccessful, Siegel decided to switch his Superman into the role of a hero, much like the popular pulp heroes like Doc Savage or comic book crime fighters like Detective Dan Dare, except with the superpowers of a more comedic comic strip character like Popeye the Sailor Man. The result was a comic strip story about a superhuman who as a child had rocketed from a dying planet to Earth and as an adult took on the human identity of mild-mannered reporter Clark Kent (combining the names of two then-popular actors, Clark Gable and Kent Taylor) as a disguise but as Superman had the powers of super strength, invulnerability, and the ability to leap one-eighth of a mile, which he would use for the good of all. In fact, more recently it has been suggested that the death of Siegel’s father, which occurred in 1932 during a robbery of Siegel’s family’s clothing store (reports differ on whether the elder Siegel died from a gunshot wound or a heart attack during the robbery), was a major influence on Siegel changing the Superman character from villain to protective hero, though Siegel never spoke about his father’s death in interviews and knowledge of his father’s fate was publicly unknown until after the writer’s death (Colton 2008). Of course, like most revolutionary ideas, the story was outright rejected by nearly every comic strip syndicate over the next several years. Though the pair had some success creating other comic book characters together, the duo could not find a home for Superman, even after an additional revision to the character added an eye-catching colorful costume and a long cape. Finally, in 1938, editor Vin Sullivan at National Allied Publishing decided to publish the character as the lead feature of the new Action Comics. In a contract that would be disputed over the next several decades because of the character’s massive success, the pair sold the rights to Superman to the company for $130 and a 10-year deal to produce monthly stories for the character. Regardless, Siegel and Shuster’s heroic Superman was finally in print.

Whereas today’s Man of Steel often battles space aliens and planet-wide threats, the Depression-era Superman most often fought social injustice and civic corruption. Common pre-World War II foes of Superman were corrupt big businessmen and mobsters, such as mining tycoons whose mines had poor working conditions, greedy oil barons, cab driver protection racketeers, and life insurance scammers. Superman even did not mind breaking the law himself to serve justice—famously, in Action Comics #8, he sees a growing problem with juvenile delinquency in the city slums and concludes that the problem lies with the poor living conditions that the children have been growing up in. Superman thus decides to destroy the run-down tenement apartments with his bare hands in order to force the government to build new apartments for the poor. Surprisingly, the hero who is today famously known for standing for truth, justice, and the American Way becomes wanted by police for destroying civic property. As a result of Superman’s role as “Champion of the Oppressed” (as he was often referred to in his comics during this era), this original version of Superman was like a “Super Roosevelt” or a “Super New Dealer,” which was certainly in line with the political views of Superman creators Siegel and Shuster.

Furthermore, Siegel and Shuster were both Jewish, like many of the creators working in the comic book industry at the time, and nearly from Superman’s debut they used their creation to not-so-subtly fight against the growing threat of European fascism, particularly against Hitler’s Germany. As early as the second issue of Action Comics, Superman was battling against war profiteers, and in subsequent months he regularly battled fifth columnists, phony pacifists, terrorists, saboteurs, and foreign spies—and this was all before the bombing of Pearl Harbor. In fact, as early as October 1939, Superman was shown fighting foreign armies on his covers, although these armies did not feature distinctive Nazi symbols until shortly before Pearl Harbor. Surprisingly, in a story line that was repeated twice in the comics and once in the newspaper strip, Superman solves the conflict between two fictional European countries—whose names are clearly Germanic—by revealing that the leader behind the aggressor was corrupt or manipulated by some type of shadowy organization. Interestingly enough, it seems like writer Siegel was blaming the problems of Europe as solely the fault of the fascist dictators and their manipulative cults of personality. The actual citizens of the aggressor countries are not blamed for the conflicts.

Siegel and Shuster cast the phony country names aside when they directly addressed the conflicts in Europe with “How Superman Would End the War,” a two-page story that appeared in the February 27, 1940, issue of Look, a general-interest magazine that was a competitor to the better-known Life magazine. In the story, Superman barrels through Nazi Germany and grabs ahold of Hitler, telling him that he would like “to land a non-Aryan sock on your jaw.” He then leaps to Moscow and similarly grabs Joseph Stalin and flies them both to the League of Nations in Geneva, where they are charged with “history’s greatest crime—unprovoked aggression against defenseless countries.” Of course, modern readers might be puzzled by several aspects of this story—first of all, Siegel and Shuster do not have Superman charging Hirohito or Mussolini with the same crime despite their countries’ similar aggressive actions prior to 1940, and second, most modern readers would recognize Stalin’s Soviet Union as being on the Allied side. However, when the story was published, the Treaty of Non-Aggression between Germany and the Soviet Union was still in effect, and the Soviet Union was largely viewed with suspicion by Americans. It is also obvious that because of Siegel and Shuster’s Jewish heritage, they viewed Hitler and Stalin as the sources of Europe’s woes due to their human rights violations, particularly against Eastern European Jews.

But something curious happened after Superman’s massive initial success: the comic book superhero became an incredibly successful icon. By the end of 1941, famous superheroes like Batman, Captain Marvel, Wonder Woman, Captain America, Green Lantern, Plastic Man, and the Flash were selling millions of comic books at newsstands. Though not all of these characters wear colorful costumes or have superhuman powers, all have enough associated elements of Superman to be viewed as likely (or even obvious) derivatives. Superman was among the most popular heroes, and helped by his multimedia appearances—there was even a Superman balloon in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade starting in 1939—he became the dominant image of the “superhero” in the public consciousness. Superman’s massive success led the character to subsequently make a successful transition to a daily comic strip six months after his June 1938 debut, a syndicated radio show in 1940, and even a series of theatrical cartoon shorts in 1941. Meanwhile Superman became the most prolific comic book character, appearing monthly in Action Comics and quarterly in Superman and World’s Finest Comics (both of which ended up on a bimonthly schedule by the end of the 1940s). By 1946, Superboy, the younger version of Superman, was also appearing monthly in Adventure Comics and later concurrently with his very own bimonthly comic book that debuted in 1949.

Once the United States entered World War II, nearly every comic book superhero—especially patriotic ones like Superman—spent the duration of the war promoting war bonds on their covers and fighting the Axis in their stories, although for most superheroes it was against foreign infiltration on the home front. The Superman theatrical cartoon shorts, produced by Paramount Pictures, had the character battle the Axis on screen—most famously in the shorts Japoteurs (Kneitel 1942) and Secret Agent (Kneitel 1943)—all featuring the ethnic-caricatured stereotypes found on the superhero comic book covers of the period. Superman even battled Nazis on his radio show, proving that America’s favorite comic character was being fully utilized for propaganda purposes to support the war effort.

Yet even after the war ended, the popularity of the Superman character not only endured, but thrived. After the first Superman movie serial began in 1948, the second (and final) one, Atom Man vs. Superman, hit theaters in 1950, but when the Superman radio show ended in 1951, it might have appeared that the Superman phenomenon was over. But that wasn’t the case—in fact, the character was just being prepared for the brave new world of postwar multimedia starting with the wildly popular Adventures of Superman television series, which debuted the year after the radio show ended and lasted until 1958. But it didn’t end there—The New Adventures of Superman television cartoon series ran from 1966 to 1970, and the superhero team-up show Super Friends featuring Superman ran in various iterations from 1973 to 1986. During this time, three Superman movies starring Christopher Reeve were released (a fourth was released in 1987), and another cartoon series appeared in 1988 along with a live-action Superboy series that ran from 1988 to 1992. The 1990s saw Superman on screen in both a live-action television series named Lois and Clark: The New Adventures of Superman (1993–1997) and Superman: The Animated Series (1996–2000), which was replaced by a Justice League cartoon series featuring Superman (2001–2006). Then in the twenty-first-century, Superman could be seen in yet another film, Superman Returns (Singer 2006), on television in the animated Legion of Super-Heroes (2006–2008), in the popular pre-Superman Clark Kent television drama Smallville (2001–2011), and on the big screen yet again in Man of Steel (Snyder 2013). The preceding laundry list of multimedia appearances demonstrates that there was hardly a year when Superman wasn’t living a life beyond the comic books (which have been continuously published since 1938) in radio, television, animation, film, theater, novels, and even popular music. Furthermore, since his debut, Superman’s image has been plastered on nearly every conceivable type of merchandise, from lunchboxes to action figures to piñatas, ushering in the modern-day era of corporate merchandising. The sheer number of people who have never read a comic book but still know who Superman is because they have experienced the character through another form (and perhaps multiple forms) of media is astounding.

Siegel and Shuster could hardly have imagined that a character they created would not only outlive both of them but would remain massively successful in nearly all forms of media well into the following century. In fact, it is obvious they did not envision such success was even possible, or they would have sold the character for much more money than $130. It is that popularity that has posed the most significant problem for Superman, as throughout their lifetimes Siegel and Shuster struggled to receive adequate compensation and recognition from DC Comics (and later Warner Bros., which came to own the publishing company) for creating its most popular and lucrative character. In 1947, the pair sued National Comics Publications (then-owners of Superman) to void the 1938 contract and for the sole ownership of Superboy, a character Siegel first proposed in 1939 which was rejected, only to debut in 1944 while Siegel was serving in World War II. Although the 1938 contract was upheld, Siegel and Shuster were awarded a large settlement for the creation of Superman. Afterwards, the creators themselves did not spend many more years working on the character: Shuster, who was losing his eyesight, produced little work related to Superman after the 1947 lawsuit, but Siegel continued to write Superman stories until 1948, and then returned in 1959, initially writing Superman and Superboy stories, and later also writing stories featuring supporting Superman characters Supergirl, Jimmy Olsen, Legion of Super-Heroes, and Bizarro until 1966. Though he was asked, in 1986 Siegel also turned down the opportunity to write the “last” Superman story that would appear in the “final” issues of Superman before the entire story line was restarted under new continuity. In essence, neither of the Superman creators worked on the character’s stories for very long despite the character being published continuously since his 1938 debut.

By 1975, while the first Superman film was in preproduction, Shuster was nearly blind and both men were in dire financial straits. Warner Communications awarded Siegel and Shuster a lifetime yearly pension and health benefits, but, more importantly, the duo was promised that Superman in all forms of media would also appear with the byline “Created by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster,” a fact that went relatively unacknowledged in the previous 30 years. After Shuster and Siegel died in 1992 and 1996 respectively, the families of the duo have been engaged in ongoing court battles over the ownership of both Superman and Superboy, and the litigation is still pending. In our modern era of corporate-owned intellectual property, the pending litigation over the ownership of Superman could be a landmark ruling in how corporate ownership of work-for-hire material (such as mass-marketable fictional characters and concepts) might be affected by the estates of the original creators once copyrights approach their expirations. Though the result may also change American entertainment, at least Siegel and Shuster are finally regularly credited with their creation of the world’s first superhero. Yet it is not much of a stretch to suggest that the estates of Siegel and Shuster—which, after all, represent the men who created the superhero—should be adequately compensated anytime any superhero appears in a big-budget film or television series. But because the debt later creators of superheroes owe is immeasurable, it is impossible to even suggest what adequate compensation might be.

Fiction is often viewed as a form of wish fulfillment, and comic book superheroes like Superman surely fit the bill. In fact, comics are frequently held up as the ultimate example of wish-fulfillment fiction because of the characters’ abilities and powers far beyond those of normal humans. The reality that these superheroes did not exist did not deflate the promise that they offered to Depression-era and World War II America. For Jewish creators like Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, superheroes like Superman fought against crime, social injustice, and ethnic persecution in a way mortal men never could. And for millions of other Americans, these characters were entertaining fantasies that thankfully provided a few minutes of distraction from the Great Depression and World War II. The comic writers and artists of the 1930s and 1940s, particularly Siegel and Shuster, proved that comics could play an important and influential role in society. Though today the art of comics has been reevaluated and subject to critical study and the characters have become multimedia superstars, comics have never quite experienced the same relevance and influence that they had in the 1930s and 1940s. Yet Superman has become so much more than a comic book character, persisting throughout American popular culture after permeating every corner of it. The character will conceivably continue to do so as new forms of media arise, literally becoming the Man of Tomorrow—one of the many nicknames given to him—for always being at the forefront of American pop culture.

Christopher McKittrick
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SINATRA, FRANK (1915–1998)

On March 25, 1954, Frank Sinatra received an Academy Award for his performance in From Here to Eternity (Zinnemann 1953). Describing the euphoria of the evening, Sinatra would recall, “I … lost the crowds, and took a walk … I think I relived my entire lifetime that night as I walked up and down the streets of Beverly Hills. Even when a cop stopped me, he couldn’t bring me down to earth” (Kaplan 2010, 748). In both personal and professional terms, Sinatra had found himself all too grounded in the years immediately preceding his Oscar win: After spending the greater part of the 1940s as a media phenomenon—both “The Voice” whose concerts and recordings inspired the frenzied devotion of fans dubbed “Sinatratics” (Kaplan 2010, 160) and a film star under contract at MGM Studios—Sinatra began the 1950s as a passé crooner more famous for his tumultuous romance with actress Ava Gardner than his talent. As agent Swifty Lazar commented at the time, “He’s a dead man. Even Jesus couldn’t get resurrected in this town [Hollywood]” (Kaplan 2010, 651).
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Frank Sinatra, 1950. (AP Photo)

Yet Frank Sinatra did. This trajectory of decline and ascension—with Sinatra brought “down to earth” only to “get resurrected”—is emblematic of the extremes that defined much of his life as a public figure. Famed, for example, for both the exquisite artistry of his voice and the sensationalism of his personal life; lauded as a quintessential American success story and, at the same time, inextricably associated with the traditions of his Italian heritage, Sinatra and the various point/counterpoints of his identity prove him to be, as he himself mused, “a symmetrical man almost to a fault. I demand everything in its place” (Summers and Swan 2005, 363). It is, however, the very fluidity of Sinatra’s existence as a public figure, his resistance to staying “in place,” that impels the production of myriad biographies, critical commentaries, and tributes contemplating his significance as an artist and celebrity in the twentieth century. Critic T. H. Adamowski has linked this enduring fascination with the entertainer to his inherent charisma, highlighting his ability to embody the “many dimensions of the mythology” of Western culture, including archetypes like the Man of the People, the CEO, and the Lover (2004, 105). Indeed, in tracing Sinatra’s continual reinvention of the self—his evolution from teen idol to “Rat Packer,” Chairman of the Board to Ol’ Blue Eyes—one may perceive the entertainer’s dialogue with and influence over shifting notions of performance in America throughout the decades. On that triumphant night in 1954, then, Sinatra considered only one of the many lifetimes that would define him—as singer, actor, and legend.

Commenting on Sinatra’s fame, publicist George Evans—who orchestrated the hype surrounding the singer’s teen-idol status in the 1940s—remarked, “Frank was born to be a star. But he was also born to be a controversial figure, and a star and controversial figure he will remain until the day he dies” (Kaplan 2010, 286). Certainly Sinatra fulfilled Evans’s prophecy; yet for the generation of bobby-soxers who ensured his initial success, Sinatra represented less a figure of controversy than one in simpatico alliance with the passions and frustrations of youth in wartime. Gaining fame as a singer with big bands led by Tommy Dorsey and Harry James, then establishing himself as a solo artist in a feat that changed the direction of popular music, Sinatra first inspired the often-hysterical adulation later associated with Elvis and the Beatles. As Janice L. Booker has noted, this allegiance to the performer signaled a new era of celebrity in which not adults, but teenagers—fanatically attending concerts, buying records and fan magazines—put forth the emotional and financial investments necessary “to create a popular icon” (2004, 80). Articulating perhaps the most essential element of the star’s appeal at the time, however, was a young fan writing a 1946 essay on “Why I Like Frank Sinatra”: “We were kids that never got much attention, but he made us feel like we were worth something” (Booker 2004, 80). These audiences, in turn, made Sinatra a phenomenon.

Born on December 12, 1915 in Hoboken, New Jersey, to a middle-class family of Italian émigrés dominated by his politically active mother, Sinatra attracted fans with his air of being, as he later stated, “one of the kids from the neighborhood who grew up and became a success” (Friedwald 1995, 125). After Sinatra’s death, however, journalist Pete Hamill would perceive the broader implications of this success story, describing him as “the voice of the twentieth-century American city” that articulated the desires and dreams of “the children of all those immigrants who had arrived on the great tide at the turn of the century” (1998, 93–94). Indeed, Sinatra conveyed a complexity even within his early persona, juxtaposing an unassuming manner with an assured performance style, and a vulnerability of delivery with sensual lyricism. He even cultivated a particular flair with his clothing, wearing suit jackets with exaggeratedly broad shoulders and floppy bow ties that were instantly recognizable (and even caricatured) at the height of his fame (Friedwald 1995, 161). As a singer with Dorsey’s band between 1940 and 1942, Sinatra soon acquired a following of female devotees who literally swooned at his live appearances. As Dorsey recalled, “You could almost feel the excitement coming up out of the crowds when that kid stood up to sing … [W]hat he did to women was something awful” (in Kaplan 2010, 126).

It was this visceral rapport between Sinatra and his audience that enabled him to even consider a solo career at a time when big bands like those led by Dorsey, Benny Goodman, and Artie Shaw defined American music. Bing Crosby, perennially popular, was the leading male vocalist in the country; seeking similar autonomy and prestige, Sinatra decided, as he later recalled, to “make a move out of this band and try to do it on [his] own” before fellow big-band singers like Perry Como and Bob Eberly did the same (Friedwald 1995, 110). With the mentorship of Manie Sacks, a manager of popular repertoire at Columbia Records, and a musical partnership with arranger Axel Stordahl, Sinatra emerged in 1943 as a solo artist offering an alternative to the big-band sound. Singing lush ballads rather than up-tempo numbers, and heightening the romantic impact with a 12-string section (versus Crosby’s four), Sinatra presented what music historian Will Friedwald terms a “strongly sensual and deliberately non-dance band atmosphere” (1995, 125). Between 1943 and 1948, Sinatra earned 63 chart hits (of which four went to #1)—records purchased by the Sinatratics who would queue for hours before concerts and even, as in a sensational 1944 mob scene before the Paramount Theatre in New York City, riot in their desperation to see the idol live (Kaplan 2010, 230–31).

Yet even as he sang about more sentimental matters, Sinatra also used his fame to address issues like racial inequality, religious intolerance, and the burgeoning persecutions wrought by the House Un-American Activities Committee and its “red scare.” In 1944, he starred in a short film called The House I Live In (LeRoy) and recorded a song of the same title, encouraging young people to “use our good American brains and not fight each other” over religion or the color of their skin (Summers and Swan 2005, 141). Further, in 1947, Sinatra recorded a radio broadcast in which he expressed his outrage over the insidious HUAC proceedings: “If you make a pitch … for a square deal for the underdog, will they call you a commie? Are they gonna scare us into silence?” (Summers and Swan 2005, 134). Seeking to direct his audience’s fervor toward an awareness of civil rights, Sinatra here established a concern with social justice that would continue throughout his life and career.

Ultimately, in so committing to the unique sound he and Stordhal created, 1940s-era Sinatra established not only a distinctive artistic identity but also a new epoch in celebrity culture. As bandmate Ted Nash related, “[W]hen Frank hit that screaming bunch of kids, the big bands just went right into the background. From then on, [the idea] was to feature the singer completely … So the bands just died after that” (Friedwald 1995, 127). What endured, however, was a focus on the singer as star presence—the singularity of a voice and persona that could, as Sinatra proved, redefine the musical zeitgeist, speak to social concerns, and awaken the passion of the fan.

Even as the bobby-soxers grew up and withdrew the fanaticism of their devotion, Sinatra continued to generate an aura of sensationalism through the intersection between his career and private life. Certainly the performer was often at odds with a press that chronicled his romantic exploits and controversial personal relationships, including his links to the Mafia; and the intensity of the coverage offered audiences a facile parallel to the very intimacy that Sinatra evoked with his singing. At the close of the 1940s and beginning of the 1950s, in fact, media commentary on the star superseded his actual music, the balladeer-style of which had diminished in popularity during the postwar rise of kitsch songs and gimmicky television shows. As producer Mitch Miller later pointed out (following an unsuccessful working relationship with Sinatra), “America wanted vapid novelty numbers in 1950” (Kaplan 2010, 421). Yet after the singer endured a years-long career slump and tumultuous marriage to Gardner, 1953 would bring his hard-won role in From Here to Eternity—as well as the inauguration of legendary recording sessions at Capitol Records. Indeed, the production of Songs for Young Lovers (released in 1954 and arranged by Nelson Riddle) would establish Sinatra as a further innovator in popular music: the creator of the concept album.

As Friedwald has set forth, Sinatra was the first artist to construct an album that sought to unite thematic and musical elements rather than simply collect popular singles (1995, 26). Through sequencing and the cohesion of narratives within the lyrics—and even the iconic impact of the album covers themselves—Sinatra created an entire aural and emotional experience rather than a simple compilation. His first album, The Voice, had in 1945 presaged these conceptual works that would characterize his recording career from the 1950s on. With its crafting of what biographer James Kaplan terms a “musical self-portrait” (2010, 278), the album highlighted the lush ballads associated with the young singer; but by the early 1950s, Sinatra eschewed these overtly romantic arrangements to explore new dimensionality in his musicianship. Though throughout the decades he would work with arrangers like Gordon Jenkins, Quincy Jones, and Billy May, it is Nelson Riddle who arguably remains the most famous of Sinatra’s collaborators in the recording studio. In a triumph of musical symbiosis, Riddle refined a method of orchestrating for the singer: “First, find the peak of the song and build the whole arrangement to that peak, pacing it as he paces himself vocally. Second, when he’s moving, get the hell out of the way” (Kaplan 2010, 706). Sinatra would himself control the overall concept of the project. He described the process in detail: “First I decide on the mood, perhaps pick a title. Or sometimes it might be that I had the title and then picked the mood to fit … Next comes the pacing of the album, which is vitally important; I put the titles of the songs on twelve bits of paper and juggle them around like a jigsaw until the album is telling a complete story lyric-wise” (Summers and Swan 2005, 235).

Diverging from his wartime persona as a crooner with floppy bow tie and swooning fans, Sinatra here cultivated a more mature artistic self in works like In the Wee Small Hours (1955; arranged by Riddle), Where Are You? (1957; arranged by Jenkins), and Only the Lonely (1958; arranged by Riddle). As Karen McNally has noted, the various facets of Sinatra’s albums in this era—from cover art to song choices—present a postwar individual exploring his “emotional frailty in an urban masculine context” (2008, 132). With iconic images revealing a contemplative figure in bars or standing by streetlights, often smoking and wearing his trademark fedora hat and the recordings themselves inviting the listener to consider “What Is This Thing Called Love?,” “The Night We Called It a Day,” and “One for My Baby,” this incarnation of Sinatra approached affairs of the heart with a world-weariness countering the sentimentality of his 1940s works. Perceiving the intersection between Sinatra’s personal experience and this epoch of artistic expression, Riddle himself noted succinctly, “Ava [Gardner] taught him how to sing a torch song” (Kaplan 2010, 660).

Yet Sinatra’s conceptual vision also included more exuberant depictions of love. He would invite his audiences to Come Fly with Me (1958) and Come Dance with Me (1959) (both arranged by May); and he also recorded Songs for Swingin’ Lovers (1956) and Nice ’n’ Easy (1960) with Riddle. Indeed, in later years, the latter would describe his “best numbers” with Sinatra as arranged “in … the tempo of the heartbeat. That’s the tempo that strikes people easiest because, without their knowing it, they are moving to that pace all their waking hours” (Kaplan 2010, 706). Certainly these albums cultivated an intimacy between singer and listener in their exploration of the rhythms of the human heart, from the buoyancy of “Nice and Easy” to the anguish of “Stormy Weather” and all points in between. And even in the darkest of these contemplative moments, the nexus between Sinatra’s personal experience, artistic expression, and public persona allowed him, to borrow from Adamowski’s terms, “to evoke loneliness while being at the center of all action” (2004, 112). No longer standing before a big band, nor reveling in the adoration of bobby-soxers as a solo idol, the Sinatra of the 1950s is a solitary figure nonetheless sharing the vagaries of existence with his audience—and continually revising his concept of himself.

With this process of reinvention always already in play for Sinatra as a musical performer, motion pictures offered yet another medium for his versatility of expression. Following the critical and commercial success of From Here to Eternity, Sinatra went on to star in dramas like The Man with the Golden Arm (Preminger 1955) and The Joker Is Wild (Vidor 1957), and appear in musicals such as Guys and Dolls (Mankiewicz 1955) and Pal Joey (Sidney 1957). In 1962, Sinatra starred with Laurence Harvey in John Frankenheimer’s The Manchurian Candidate; and in 1965, he directed the war drama None but the Brave. Yet critics like McNally have discussed the “confused mix of role and image” that underlies Sinatra’s film performances; the presence, that is, of a star persona that continually asserts itself even within the constraints of the narrative (2009, 8). Indeed, Sinatra’s career in the 1960s would be defined not so much by individual film roles or even musical concepts; instead, he would exceed these parameters to construct a formidable dual public identity as head of the Rat Pack and the “Chairman of the Board.” If the beginning of the 1950s found Sinatra refining a more abstract artistic self, by 1960 he was equally focused on the material value it accrued—exploring the possibilities of the entertainer-as-industry.

Now a pop-culture legend of pleasure-seeking and early Las Vegas glamour, the notion of a “Rat Pack”—comprised of singer-dancer Sammy Davis Jr., singer Dean Martin, comedian Joey Bishop, and actor Peter Lawford—actually began in the 1950s with Sinatra mentor Humphrey Bogart and his wife, Lauren Bacall. A phrase meant to connote a social circle formed for, as the actor commented sardonically, “the relief of boredom and the perpetuation of independence” (Levy 1998, 32), the 1960s version of the Rat Pack cemented this notion of wry iconoclasm in a series of concerts at the Sands casino in Las Vegas. Known as the “Summit,” the productions included quasi-drunken banter and more straightforward performances of stars’ popular songs—as well as racially insensitive jokes at Davis’s expense that speak to a vexed interplay between Sinatra’s personal convictions and the direness of the era’s cultural vernacular (Levy 1998, 125–27). Throughout the decade, films like Ocean’s Eleven (Milestone 1960) and Robin and the Seven Hoods (Douglas 1964) featured Sinatra and various Pack members, in this way transposing the “ring-a-ding-ding” suaveness of the entertainer and his cohorts to the big screen.

Yet the camaraderie of the Rat Pack did not wholly define Sinatra’s conception of himself in the 1960s. Just as he had aspired to independence as a solo artist even in his earliest days as a big-band singer, by the late 1950s Sinatra desired further creative control and ownership over his recordings. Displeased with Capitol Records, Sinatra became “Chairman of the Board” when he founded Reprise Records in 1960, designed to produce “records you’ll want to play again and again,” as the slogan read, as well as to allow ownership rights over the works to revert back to the artists themselves (Friedwald 1995, 369). Press releases heralded Reprise as a label that would reveal an “untrammeled, unfettered, unconfined” Sinatra (Summers and Swan 2005, 357)—and accordingly, it granted commensurate liberties to the other artists on its roster, including Rosemary Clooney, Bing Crosby, and fellow Rat Packers Davis and Martin. As Friedwald has commented, the collapse of Hollywood’s studio system in the 1950s and the parallel advent of television introduced a generation of similarly “unfettered, unconfined” movie stars; the historian also points out, however, that Sinatra’s autonomy was as yet unprecedented in the music business (1995, 366).

Following a lucrative deal with Warner Bros. in 1963 that encompassed both his box-office returns and Reprise itself, Sinatra became Hollywood’s highest-paid performer (Summers and Swan 2005, 357–58). Chronicling the star’s unparalleled control over his creative and commercial interests after more than two decades in the industry, journalist Gay Talese wrote in 1966, Sinatra “seemed now to be … the embodiment of the fully emancipated male … [T]he man who can do anything he wants … because he has the money, the energy, and no apparent guilt” (2011, 64). Indeed, at this juncture, Sinatra developed an overtly self-reflexive stance toward his own career. Always precise in crafting the evolution of his artistic identity, Sinatra began to engage with the history of his own persona: In 1965, upon his 50th birthday, he released an album contemplating the September of My Years as well as the two-disc retrospective A Man and His Music; and in 1969, he recorded the famed My Way album, featuring the trademark song that exalted his iconoclasm. After retiring briefly, Sinatra recorded Ol’ Blue Eyes Is Back in 1973; and indeed, with the popularity of his Duets albums (1993 and 1994), as well as sporadic tours and concerts until his death in 1998, he never completely left.

Certainly, Sinatra’s achievements as a performer continue to resonate, preserved in recordings and on film, as well as within the very entertainment industry that he helped to shape. More than this, the triumphs and difficulties of his personal life still inspire books, documentary exposés, and even a long-rumored Martin Scorsese film. Sinatra himself commented on the mythology that his life and career generated: “Sometimes I think I know what it was all about, and how everything happened. But then I shake my head and wonder. Am I remembering what really happened or what other people think happened? Who the hell knows, after a certain point?” (Pugliese 2004, 4). The truth of Sinatra as a man may remain an enigma to fans and biographers alike; but as an artist, there is little mystery as to his legacy. The voice remains.

Ana Salzberg

References and Additional Resources

Adamowski, T. H. 2004. “State of Grace: Frank Sinatra and American Charisma.” In Pugliese, 101–16.

Booker, Janice L. 2004. “Why the Bobby Soxers?” In Pugliese, 73–81.

Friedwald, Will. 1995. Sinatra! The Song Is You: A Singer’s Art. New York: Scribner’s.

Hamill, Pete. 1998. Why Sinatra Matters. Boston: Little, Brown.

Kaplan, James. 2010. Frank: The Making of a Legend. London: Sphere.

Levy, Shawn. 1998. Rat Pack Confidential. London: Fourth Estate.

McNally, Karen. 2008. When Frankie Went to Hollywood: Frank Sinatra and American Male Identity. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.

Pugliese, Stanislao G., ed. 2004. Frank Sinatra: History, Identity, and Italian American Culture. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Summers, Anthony, and Robyn Swan. 2005. Sinatra: The Life. London: Corgi Books.

Talese, Gay. 2011. Frank Sinatra Has a Cold and Other Essays. London: Penguin Books.

SMITH, BESSIE (1894–1937)

Bessie Smith, the “Empress of the Blues,” died from injuries she sustained in a car accident in 1937. For a long time, this is all that could be said definitively about her. Not much was known about her early life, and the circumstances of her death were disputed: did she die from loss of blood after the whites-only hospital turned her away? Or was she taken to the blacks-only hospital, where her internal injuries proved fatal? Even her date of birth cannot be pinned down: it was either in July of 1892 or April of 1894. In more recent years, extensive research has answered some of the questions surrounding Smith’s life. Notably, her biographer Chris Albertson conducted interviews, listened to her music, and read newspaper clippings to understand and share Smith’s story. But while her background was unknown for decades, her impact has always been recognized. She was lauded for her distinct vocals, and her style influenced both her contemporaries and the musicians of the next generation.

While her soulful music earned her the title “Empress of the Blues,” Smith’s influence reaches far beyond a single genre. In fact, during her short life, she was billed under several different titles, including “World’s Greatest Blues Singer,” “Originator of the Blues,” “Queen of Recording Artists,” “Greatest Colored Radio Star,” and “Queen of All Torch Singers,” reflecting her versatility, reputation, and success. Smith earned her limelight: her performing career began on the streets of Chattanooga, Tennessee, where, as a young girl, she sang and danced to her brother Andrew’s guitar accompaniment for spare change. The money went to support the impoverished, parentless family, but the performance was preparation for the stage. When her brother Clarence first joined the traveling Moses Stokes Company as a comedian and master of ceremonies in 1910 or 1911, he left in secret to prevent his younger sister from following him (Albertson 2003, 11). However, when the show came back to Chattanooga in 1912, the 18-year-old Smith was ready. Clarence arranged an audition, and she was hired as a dancer. She began performing with Ma Rainey, the “Mother of Blues,” who served as a mother figure and mentor in Smith’s early years onstage. By 1914, Smith was performing regularly with shows at the “81” Theater in Atlanta, where she was locally popular. As she gained recognition, the Theater Owners’ Booking Association (TOBA), a chain of black vaudeville theaters, arranged for her to tour between their theaters, taking Smith as far as Muskegee, Oklahoma. By 1922, she was living in Philadelphia, and her regularly sold-out performances on tour evidenced her rising popularity throughout the southern and eastern states.
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Bessie Smith, 1936. (Library of Congress)

At six feet tall, weighing 200 pounds, and with a powerful voice to match, Smith made quite a figure. Her dynamic presence onstage was complemented by her dramatic life offstage, which was filled with love affairs, brawls, and moonshine. But given her early reputation as one of the greatest blues singers, it is surprising that she was not recorded until 1923. The first recordings of black music by black performers were made in early 1920 with moderate success, but when the first blues release, “Crazy Blues” by Mamie Smith, came out later that year and sold more than 100,000 copies in its first month, talent scouts began searching the country for black women who sang the blues. Columbia Records followed suit, opening a “race” records division. Smith traveled to New York City from Philadelphia in February 1923 to make her first recordings, “Down Hearted Blues” and “Gulf Coast Blues.” Her resonant, expressive sound proved popular: within six months, 780,000 copies were sold. Columbia released 29 more recordings by Smith in her first year with them. In 1924, the company increased her pay in recognition of her ascendance, making her the highest-paid black performer at that time (Albertson 2003, 80). Smith divided her time between the recording studio and the stage, traveling with TOBA throughout the North and South with her troupe in a custom-made railcar to perform in tent shows and theaters for black and white audiences.

As the demand for blues subsided in the following years, Smith’s performances continued to sell out while blues performers such as Ma Rainey, Ethel Waters, Clara Smith, and Alberta Hunter moved on. In addition to the end of the blues era, performers faced competition from new “talkies” and the economic deprivations of the Great Depression. Smith was not spared: her contract with Columbia ended in 1931, and her number of performances dwindled. Her romantic partner at that time, Richard Morgan, was a successful bootlegger, and despite the end of Prohibition, he was able to supplement Smith’s earnings. Aware that jazz and swing were coming into favor over blues, she began modernizing her sound, although her audiences sometimes requested her blues. She maintained some of her popularity, and in 1933 she recorded four new songs with Okeh records that reflected the rising swing style (Albertson 2003, 228). Smith was again on the rise, with a successful performance in New York City as a replacement for the young Billie Holiday drawing her back into the spotlight. With plans for more recordings and tours, Smith’s career came to a sudden stop on September 26, 1937, when she was killed in a car accident as Morgan drove her to her next tour stop in Clarksdale, Mississippi. One popular account of the accident, spread by producer/writer John Hammond, attributes her death to blood lost after her ambulance was turned away from a whites-only hospital, though this is disputed: a doctor at the site of the accident believes that her blood loss was not fatal but that she suffered fatal internal injuries (Albertson 2003, 261), and her ambulance driver says he took Smith straight to the blacks-only hospital, which was only a mile away from the whites-only hospital (Albertson 2003, 263).

The controversy of Smith’s death nearly overshadowed her life; indeed, several literary and stage productions used Hammond’s account, including J. D. Salinger’s short story “Blue Melody” and Edward Albee’s play “The Death of Bessie Smith,” published in 1948 and 1959 respectively. Still, her life and her influence on entertainment received little attention while she was alive. Evident even at the time of her death, however, was her impact on the recording and performing of the blues. As the Empress of the Blues, her voice and mannerisms—the full-throated resonance of her voice, her ownership of the lyrics, her interactions with the audience—inspired upcoming performers. The blues era may have ended, but Smith’s style surfaced in jazz; notably, rising jazz star Billie Holiday modeled her voice on Smith’s voice. In this century, Smith’s “Down Hearted Blues” was named as one of the most influential recordings in the development of rock and roll (“500 Songs that Shaped Rock and Roll”). Additionally, the sheer number of recordings, totaling some 160 for Columbia of which she sold millions of copies, making hundreds of thousands of dollars, ensured that her sound would continue to be heard. Shortly after her death, memorial recordings were released.

From her early recording days, Bessie Smith proved that black music by black performers was marketable: her recordings were in high demand and her performances were sold out. Her music was popular with both white and black audiences. After the first night of her 1923 tour, back at “81” Theater in Atlanta, was widely successful, radio station WSB broadcast the next night’s performance live to its small, mostly white audience (Albertson 2003, 41). More live broadcasts followed, increasing record and ticket sales. Perhaps unexpectedly, Smith was more popular among Southern whites than Northern whites, who had more exposure to the vaudeville and blues traditions reflected in her performances. In a review of a “whites only” 1924 Atlanta performance in the Chicago Defender, the correspondent reports: “The program was greatly enjoyed by the white people who filled the house after the regular performance. According to the management, practically all seats in the house were taken for this special performance as early as [the morning of previous day]. Miss Smith is a great favorite in Atlanta. Few white homes here are without her records made by the Columbia Phonograph Company. A prominent white music dealer told a reporter of the Preston News that Bessie Smith’s records actually outsell everything else in the catalog” (“Bessie Radiates” 1924).

While the positive response of Southern white audiences to Smith’s music is a significant mark of her talent and impact, it does not mean that she was unaffected by racism. Smith was recognized as successful, talented, and popular, but as a black performer who never traveled outside the country she did not attain the fame or acknowledgment that her peers Alberta Hunter and Ethel Waters enjoyed in their European travels. Smith did not receive equal treatment to white performers of her day, but she did have equal or greater success than most of them. Tim Owlsey reviewed a Macon, Georgia, performance under the heading “Bessie Pleases Ofays”: “Bessie Smith, the famous Blues artist, while playing a week engagement at the Douglass Theater, Macon, Ga., gave a special night performance for ‘white only’ and scored a complete knockout” (Owlsey, 1925). Smith’s wide appeal, despite her “race” records category, led both white and black audiences to appreciate blues, which in turn increased her influence on the development of subsequent music genres.

Given her broad appeal and diverse audience, Smith was not only introducing the musical form of the blues but also a mode of private expression; her blues, and the blues of many of her contemporaries, were “blue” because there was a real outpouring of the soul into the performance, as if every song was deeply personal. In contrast to the “pop music” of the time, Smith’s blues exposed a raw realism that did not romanticize life or love. At the time she was recording, her secular, innuendo-laden, violent lyrics would have been shocking for some of her listeners. To some of them, she was exotic or novel, but her popularity ultimately resulted from her audience’s ability “to identify her greatness as an artist and to discover themselves and their lives—women and men alike—in her work” (Davis 1998, 142). The songs were about Smith and about her audience; there were no empty words. And the sentiment was embodied in the very sound of her voice, not just in the words themselves. Depending on the skill of her varying instrumentalists, the accompaniment(s) could convey the pathos as well. As listed by black studies scholar Daphne Duval Harrison, common blues themes were “advice to other women; alcohol; betrayal or abandonment; broken or failed love affairs; death; departure; dilemma of staying with man or returning to family; disease and afflictions; erotica; hell; homosexuality; infidelity; injustice; jail and serving time; loss of lover; love; men; mistreatment; murder; other woman; poverty; promiscuity; sadness; sex; suicide; supernatural; trains; traveling; unfaithfulness; vengeance; weariness; depression and disillusionment; weight loss” (1990, 287).

Smith’s vast repertoire allowed her to choose themes to which her audience could relate. Her awareness of the audience facilitated their identification with her music; she could, to some degree, choose her songs based on the rapport she wanted to build with the audience. In fact, the blues grew out of a black tradition that involved call-and-response, and in performance, the blues “creates space for spontaneous audience response in a manner that is similar to religious testifying … the blues performance falls flat without the anticipated affirmations of the audience” (Davis 1998, 55). More audience identification with the music and artists yielded more affirmation. Surely, Smith’s black audiences who were accustomed to the black traditional call-and-response patterns were more likely to participate in this communal aspect of her performances, but the music invited white audiences to respond as well, creating a new, potentially productive dynamic between the black performer and white audience. If Smith had wanted to maintain personal distance from her audience, it would have been difficult: there was no black Hollywood offering respite, and between newspapers and word-of-mouth chains, news, gossip, and rumors traveled fast. Smith had nothing to hide from her audience; she was always herself, and so her performances were genuine reflections of herself, which helped her to identify with her audience, and her audience to identify with her, when she performed. Her popularity is evidence that her performances and recordings, which were private and public at the same time, were well accepted despite the contrast between Smith’s blues and “popular music.”

While Smith sought participation from diverse audiences, she also used her music for social protest. What did she protest? Primarily she protested male dominance, but also racial, legal, and economic injustice. Angela Y. Davis makes a case for blues as social protest in contrast to critics for whom blues is too personal to function as social commentary (1998, 92). Many of these critics, writing in the 1960s, focused on the absence of explicit criticism of racism in the lyrics of Smith’s recordings, overlooking the white-controlled conditions in which she made these recordings. One example of this can be found in Samuel Charters’s 1963 study, The Poetry of the Blues: “There is little social protest in the blues. There is often a note of anger and frustration; sometimes the poverty and the rootlessness in which the singer has lived his life is evident in a word or a phrase, but there is little open protest at the social conditions under which a Negro in the United States is forced to live” (Charters 1963, 152).

Contemporary critic Paul Oliver offers an explanation for the perceived absence of social protest: “That the number of protest blues is small is in part the result of the Negro’s acceptance of the stereotypes that have been cut for him.… They know that they cannot change the world but that they have to live in it” (Oliver 1960, 322–23). Oliver and Charters base their conclusions on their interpretations of blues recordings, which is problematic for two reasons: the first is that the recording process happened in white-controlled studios for white-controlled recording companies, not on live stage performances for black or white audiences; the second is that blues is a highly contextual art, and by studying blues out of the context of performance these critics may have missed the layers, symbols, and hidden meanings in the music. Significantly, early blues scholars also dismissed the common blues themes of female independence, resistance, and sexuality as social protest. The themes on Harrison’s list reflect blues’ function as social protest of male dominance; notably, terms like “marriage,” “husband,” “children,” and “domestic life” were not common themes in the blues.

A brief look at Smith’s lyrics reveals her music as social protest against the conditions in which women were expected to live. While there are only a few examples given here, the majority of her music touches on this issue at some level. Her music promotes the options that women have to resist marriage, domesticity, and male violence. In one of her own compositions, “Young Woman’s Blues,” a young woman expresses interest in enjoying life independently instead of marrying: “No time to marry, no time to settle down; I’m a young woman and ain’t done runnin’ round.” The song closes with this line: “And I’m a good woman and I can get plenty of men” (Smith 1926). Bessie’s music endorses domestic alternatives, in contrast to the popular romantic love songs and prevalent ideologies of her time. Her sarcasm in “Yes, Indeed He Do” condemns male violence and exploitation of women:

If he beats me or mistreats me, what is that to you?

I don’t have to do no work except to wash his clothes

And darn his socks and press his pants and scrub the kitchen floor

I wouldn’t take a million for my sweet, sweet daddy Jim

And I wouldn’t give a quarter for another man like him (Smith 1928)

While the lyrics may appear to be an acquiescent response to abuse, the sarcasm of Smith’s performance makes her stance clear. The realism of her blues foregrounded issues such as domestic abuse long before women were encouraged to speak out about their experiences in the 1970s. As Davis writes, “The performances of the classic blues women—especially Bessie Smith—were one of the few cultural spaces in which a tradition of public discourse on male violence had been previously [before the 1970s] established” (1998, 25). Because Smith did not have separate private and public lives, unlike many of her wealthier or white contemporaries, she initiated public discourse on taboo subjects. By singing her reality, and including the topics that were off-limits in public conversation, Smith paved the way for future feminist and social protest music.

Smith’s advocacy for the empowerment of women went beyond her performances to her lifestyle, which perhaps is to be expected from an artist whose music was successful because it was about her lifestyle. Determined to be in control of her life and career, she refused to let the men around her dictate her movement, setting an example for the women performers who followed her. This is not to say that Smith handled all of her business affairs herself, but that the men who worked with her had to answer to her. Her husband at the time of her ascendancy in 1923, Jack Gee, wanted to act as her manager, to which Smith agreed. This was not uncommon for women performers at that time, as was the case with Ma Rainey, but Jack was not well suited for the job. In an interview, Smith’s sister-in-law Maud Smith told writer Chris Albertson, “Jack couldn’t even manage himself. He would always have signs saying ‘Jack Gee presents Bessie Smith,’ and he would call himself a manager, but he couldn’t even sell a ticket” (2003, 46). All major decisions had to be made with Bessie’s approval, though she trusted her brother Clarence, nephew T. J. Hill, and her agent at Columbia, Frank Walker, for assistance. Even before her relationship with Jack soured, she began relying on Frank over Jack. She found Jack to be incompetent as a manager and too restraining on her lifestyle as a husband: Jack wanted to limit her financial support of her family, her moonshine drinking, and her love affairs. Smith’s niece and confidante, Ruby Walker, told Albertson in an interview, “She always liked them younger than she was, and it didn’t matter if they were men or women, as long as they could show her a good time—like I said, Bessie loved a good time” (2003, 104). After seven years of abuse and infidelities by both parties, the relationship dissolved and Smith found a much better-suited romantic partner in Morgan. She trusted Morgan, but continued to control her career. When Carl Van Vechten, an older white man who was a patron of black writers and musicians, invited Smith to attend one of his elite parties, she went but denied him any control of her or the situation. Upon arrival she had several drinks, then performed a few selections including “Work House Blues,” a piece on class commentary and economic inequality, and then exited, knocking over Van Vechten’s wife on her way out (Davis, 1998, 147). Smith neither needed nor wanted patronage, especially not from someone like Van Vechten. As a competent, self-controlled female performer, she earned respect and opened new avenues for women musicians that enabled them to determine their own careers.

Smith’s music and life comprise a powerful example of early protest for women’s rights: not only did she protest the condition of women through her lyrics, she also protested through her lifestyle. Her songs created a way to discuss the abuse of women before other avenues existed, and the realism of her words helped her audience identify and recognize their own “blues.” And this space for communication was not racially segregated: both white and black audiences praised her performances at a time when recording companies intended for black artists to be listened to by black audiences. Through her distinct vocals, protests of women’s treatment, and her wide appeal, Bessie Smith opened the music industry to the blues and music as social protest while overcoming racial barriers.

Sarah V. Moseley
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SMOTHERS BROTHERS, THE: TOM SMOTHERS (1937–) AND DICK SMOTHERS (1939–)

The landscape of contemporary television is characterized by countless shows that critique our government, politicians, and other forms of media: The Daily Show, The Colbert Report, and Saturday Night Live, to name but a few. In fact, these shows are not only numerous, they are wildly popular. Saturday Night Live has been a staple on NBC since the mid-1970s and has produced many box-office stars. The Daily Show has won host Jon Stewart and staff over 15 Emmy Awards. Many people, however, do not realize that there was a time when these types of shows would have been hard-pressed to find a network willing to produce and air their biting commentaries on topics such as war, the president, and anything related to counterculture and against the status quo.

The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour, hosted by real-life brothers Dick and Tom Smothers, ran from 1967 to 1969 and was a forerunner to the aforementioned shows. Their show set a precedent. Without the Smothers brothers, it is hard to say what television, in many respects, would look like. Despite the short run of their show, the brothers, nicknamed Hippies with Haircuts by the press, changed the television industry forever (Bodroghkozy 2001, 125). The brothers would advance the discussion on censorship, questioning the role of not only the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in regard to censorship, but also network executives. By their third and final season, the Smothers brothers, who preached love, not war, would find themselves in their own heated battle with their network, CBS. Because of their personal convictions and their spunk and desire to fight the establishment, Harry Belafonte, friend and guest star on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour, referred to the brothers as “heroes of our time” (“The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour: The Best of Season 3” 2009).
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The Smothers Brothers, 1965. (AP Photo)

CBS argued that their decision to censor some skits and musical acts on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour had very little to do with censorship and more to do with the difference between good taste and bad taste. The network’s president when the show first aired was Frank Stanton. Stanton believed it was CBS’s place, as an invited guest into American homes, to maintain a certain standard of good taste (Carr 1992, 4). He thought it was the network’s job to censor television programming, not the FCC’s, and would fight this issue throughout his entire career (Silverman 2007, 34). This good taste/bad taste discussion would eventually propel the Smothers brothers into not only one of the most heated censorship debates in history, but also a debate that would change the course of the medium. As quickly as they appeared on television, the brothers disappeared—a disappearance shrouded in rumors of cancellation and breach of contract and one that almost killed their careers.

It was likely that Stanton saw little or no threat when he initially encountered the Smothers brothers; they were, after all, a clean-cut, folk-singing act, a stark contrast to the drug-laced rock-and-roll culture of the time. They had already found moderate success; they were busy recording two albums a year for Mercury Records as well as touring and making variety show appearances. In 1965, they even starred in The Smothers Brothers Show, a short-lived show produced by television great Aaron Spelling (Bianculli 2009, 46–49).

For the most part, the brothers had mass appeal, but this is not to say they were without controversy. In 1964, they got into a scuffle with a promoter, a scuffle that would later involve the police, over souvenir program sales that the brothers argue should have gone to the American Cancer Society (Bianculli 2009, 46). Because the event for which the programs were sold was not well-attended, the promoter believed he had a right to the sales (Bianculli 2009, 47). The disagreement, and subsequent fight, landed the Smothers brothers in jail. Tom later recalled the incident as his “ ‘first personal experience of social injustice’ ” because of how violently the police handled the situation (Bianculli 2009, 46). He reportedly had been cracked on the head with a flashlight.

Little did Stanton realize, however, the Smothers brothers would end up speaking out, on air, against social injustices and representing much of the tumultuous 1960s counterculture movement. The first episode of The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour aired on February 5, 1967, opposite the television powerhouse Bonanza. It was clear that the network hoped the fresh sketch comedy show would rival one of television’s most watched series. Bonanza claimed half of the viewers watching television that hour each week, so the stage was set. Bonanza was Goliath, and the Smothers brothers were David (Bianculli 2009, 52).

The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour featured the brothers as well as many up-and-coming comedians, writers, and musical acts. Hollywood legend Steve Martin was a writer for the show, appearing in a few episodes. The brothers were supported by others in the media as well; TV Guide featured them several times in their coveted “Close-Up” section, although the magazine would ultimately question their taste upon the show’s end. Even Ed Sullivan invited the brothers to promote their show the night of their premiere (Bianculli 2009, 79). For the first few episodes, there was little controversy, or so it seemed. At first, the brothers had mass appeal; Tom acknowledged this in an interview with Time magazine. In 1967, shortly after the start of the show, he said, “The American Legion likes us and so does the left wing” (1967, 41). It seemed, at the time, that the two would successfully toe the line between conservative and liberal viewpoints through their use of humor and music.

The show, after all, appealed to those who liked sketch comedy and to music aficionados. The Smothers brothers were known for their musical guests. Jefferson Airplane, Buffalo Springfield, the Electric Prunes, the Turtles, Sonny and Cher, Simon and Garfunkel, Pete Seeger, Mama Cass, the Who, and Joan Baez all appeared during the series’ short three-season run. At times, however, the musical acts were the center of the censorship controversy. One of the earliest controversies involved the band Buffalo Springfield.

Buffalo Springfield sang their famous antiwar anthem “For What It’s Worth” on the fourth show of the series. The Smothers brothers, according to Bodroghkozy, were able to defuse the politically charged message by using “comedic cutaways” of the brothers during the performance (2001, 126). For example, when the band sang about the Vietnam protests, the camera cut to Dick with a goofy grin holding a sign with the lyric, “Hooray for our side” (Bodroghkozy 2001, 126). Comedic cutaways and choppy editing were a creative way to defuse tense situations and were frequently used in the first season of The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour as well as 
Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In, a sketch comedy show that premiered in 1968. Laugh-In ran for six seasons, enjoying more commercial success than The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour. Dan Rowan argued that the reason for the show’s success and its ability to talk more openly about drugs, politics, and the counterculture movement was because Laugh-In used politics as a platform for comedy whereas The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour used comedy as a platform for politics (Bodroghkozy 2001, 149). While this may be true, it is hard to imagine Laugh-In without the Smothers brothers. The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour show was its predecessor, and it undoubtedly paved the way for Laugh-In’s witty, psychedelic one-liners.

The first major controversy for the Smothers brothers was, ironically, over a sketch on censorship. The sketch, featuring Elaine May, was about movie censors and, among other things, reportedly involved the word “breast.” The skit would never air on CBS; Tom, however, made certain his fans at least knew the story by publishing a transcript of the scene in the New York Times (Silverman 2007, 38). By publishing the transcript, it was clear that the Smothers brothers were not going to do whatever the network asked. The battle lines were drawn.

During the second season premiere, previously blacklisted-on-television musician Pete Seeger was invited to perform his song “Waist Deep in the Big Muddy.” The song, like Seeger, was controversial because of how critical it was of then President Johnson and his policy on the Vietnam War. Because the song referred to the president as a “big fool,” CBS refused to air it. The general public and popular media, however, were supportive of the Smothers brothers and Seeger, and that support eventually prompted CBS to extend an invitation to Seeger to come back and perform the song (Bodroghkozy 2001, 131). Seeger, in an interview with Bianculli, recalls his time on the show fondly, calling it one of the high points of his career. It is not every day, he said, that you are able to critique the establishment on prime-time television (Bianculli 2009, 171). Seeger’s second appearance was seen in an estimated 13.5 million homes (Bianculli 2009, 171). At this point, it was clear: the Smothers brothers had a following, and support for their act was seen across the country.

Throughout their tumultuous run, the brothers continued to gain respect from not only viewers, but also many in the entertainment industry and media. They often found a voice through the popular press. Carr argues that by choosing to publicize the controversies surrounding the show, the popular press revealed how the network’s actions were a threat to free speech (5, 1992). In many ways, what CBS was doing to the Smothers brothers was not simply a threat to their variety show; it was also a threat to the television industry in general.

One of the recurring issues in regard to censorship involved a character named Goldie. Leigh French played Goldie, a hippie character who started as a faux audience member, a comedic tool Saturday Night Live uses to this day. Because of her popularity, Goldie would eventually get her own sketches—in which all of her jokes centered on the drug culture. While many of Goldie’s punch lines were censored by network brass, there were also a fair amount that slipped by. It was likely that network officials were unfamiliar with the drug-culture lexicon (Silverman 2007, 41). Despite her popularity with the audience, the network disliked the character immensely and made it clear that jokes about hallucinogenic drugs were definitely in bad taste.

At the start of Season 3, Dick and Tom took over as executive producers, setting the stage for their final battle with CBS. Their musical guest for the season premiere, Harry Belafonte, was set to sing a song about the violent conflict between authorities and youth at the 1968 Democratic Convention, the same Democratic Convention that aired nationally, enabling viewers to watch as CBS reporter Dan Rather was roughed up by police (Carr 1992, 6). CBS refused to air the performance because it included footage from the actual convention that showed Chicago Mayor Richard Daley in an unflattering light (Bianculli 2009, 201). Again, CBS believed it was an issue of bad taste.

The brothers, however, refused to come up with a different skit in its place, and initially, they decided to fill the time with a question-and-answer period with the audience. The moment was awkward, to say the least, and seethed “with hostility” (Bianculli 2009, 203). Because the brothers took the time to talk about censorship, CBS decided to nix the question-and-answer period as well. To fill the space, CBS poured salt into an already oozing wound and aired a paid advertisement for Richard Nixon’s campaign, a campaign the brothers were adamantly against (Silverman 2007, 44). Ratings for the show began to dip at this point, perhaps because the Smothers brothers no longer attempted to appeal to everyone. Dick and Tom were no longer interested in a pluralistic audience; there were only interested in the “insurgent and countercultural youth” (Bodroghkozy 2001, 147). The third season also, at times, deviated from the traditional sketch comedy format; several episodes featured the concert-in-the-round format. Spectators could be seen from every camera angle, and musicians mingled with audience members (Bodroghkozy 2001, 147).

One of the final showdowns between the Smothers brothers and CBS was when the network decided to censor a concert-in-the round performance by Joan Baez. During her concert, Baez dedicated a song to her husband, who was facing a lengthy prison sentence for dodging the draft. While the dedication alone may have been allowed by CBS censors, her commentary on the war, and his sentence, was not. At first, CBS axed the entire show, but after some pressure, aired it a few weeks later. The network, however, cut out her explanation of her husband’s imprisonment (Bodroghkozy 2001, 148). This was infuriating to the Smothers brothers and perhaps the last straw.

Initially, The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour was renewed for a fourth season. Tom had sent CBS President Stanton a telegram stating that the brothers had agreed to a fourth season in order to push for new standards in regards to content (Silverman 2007, 49). In response, CBS told the brothers that if they could not comply with the standards already in place, their show would not air on CBS (Silverman 2007, 49). With that said, plans for the next season went forward. As per policy, a policy that was put in place rather unexpectedly, the first episode, featuring David Steinberg, would have to be prescreened by executives and CBS affiliates across the country prior to air date. Many of these affiliates, particularly in more conservative parts of the country, had been complaining for quite some time about the show and its content, and, in some cases, were dropping the show from their line-up altogether.

After some back and forth with the network, the brothers were told that Steinberg’s segment would have to be cut from the show because it did not meet network standards. It was reported that Tom’s sarcasm continued to escalate during this period, as he questioned prescreening deadlines that had suddenly become an issue this season and fought network edits (Bianculli 2009, 291). After the nondelivery of a requested prescreen tape, new CBS President Wood decided he had enough with the Smothers brothers and gave them their walking papers. What followed was a breach of contract suit between the Smothers brothers and CBS. In the end, the jury, who were often seen laughing at the clips of the show brought in for evidence, sided with the Smothers brothers. They awarded $776,300 to the brothers for breach of contract, and the judge awarded $140,000 on a copyright charge (Bianculli 2009, 331). CBS had failed to show that they had contractual grounds to require prescreening tapes, and they had failed to show they were consistent with their deadlines.

We are so indebted to the brothers that it is hard, as Silverman argues, to imagine why they were ever fired in the first place (2007, 34). If you watch The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour now, it is hard to understand why CBS was so upset. While this lack of understanding is partially contextual—much of what was controversial on the show was because of what was going on in the 1960s—it is also because we see shows nightly that are far more open about sex, drugs, and critiquing our government. We watch shows like The Daily Show, The Colbert Report, and Saturday Night Live. We think nothing of Jason Sudeikis portraying an awkward and robotic version of 2012 presidential candidate Mitt Romney or a childish version of Vice President Joe Biden. We also think nothing of watching reruns of Fox’s Married with Children, a show that featured a running gag of how terrible their own network was. Fox’s animation favorites, Family Guy and The Simpsons, are also known for this. It doesn’t seem out-of-place now or controversial. Critiquing one’s own network, however, was not always common. In their third-season opener, the brothers boldly refer to CBS and the censors lurking, waiting to “give us notice” (Bianculli 2009, 197). Dick and Tom were well aware of their audience, the network, and the mechanics of the television industry. In fact, this awareness was often fodder for their act.

Mike Dann, CBS Entertainment president while The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour was produced, argues that two current late-night kingpins remind him of the brothers: David Letterman and Conan O’Brien (Bianculli 2009, 357). O’Brien, after losing The Tonight Show time slot to former host Jay Leno, was very vocal on air about his rocky relationship with NBC executives and what he considered to be shady practices by the network.

But it isn’t simply sketch variety shows and late-night comedy hours that the brothers influenced. Adult cartoons such as South Park and Family Guy are constantly pushing the boundaries of censorship—boundaries that would have looked much different if The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour had not aired. In 2010, South Park creators Matt Stone and Trey Parker’s portrayal of Mohammed garnered the attention of Comedy Central network executives and members of the Muslim community. The episode was, in part, censored. There are, however, many censorship battles that Stone and Parker have won. They have poked fun at and satirized nearly everyone and everything: Scientologists, euthanasia, terrorism, and, like the Smothers brothers, the FCC. Seth MacFarlane, creator of Family Guy, has also gone toe-to-toe with the censors and his network on more than one occasion on everything from 9-11 jokes to Sarah Palin jabs. For the most part, however, these jokes are heard by viewing audiences, unlike many of the jokes on The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour.

Ironically, in the early 1970s, America tuned in each week to see Archie Bunker and his racist and sexist rants on CBS’s hit comedy All in the Family. While the format was different, a situation comedy, would CBS have aired All in the Family a few years earlier, prior to the Smothers Brothers? It is hard to say. Arguably, CBS, and the television industry in general, was ready for Archie Bunker because of Dick and Tom Smothers. Despite only running for three seasons, The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour has had a major influence on the medium and our current viewing experience. Without their courage to advance the discussion on censorship and take on network brass, many of the shows we know and love today would be nonexistent. For their courage, we should be thankful.

Melissa Vosen Callens
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SPIELBERG, STEVEN (1947–)

In compiling a list of 100 people who changed American entertainment, there would seem to be no more obvious choice for inclusion than Steven Spielberg. Spielberg could be viewed as the very embodiment of Hollywood itself, involved in multiple aspects of the entertainment industry as a director, producer, writer, and movie studio cofounder. He is responsible for directing multiple films that are all-time box-office leaders, but the monetary success of his films is not the sole reason for his inclusion in this list. Nor is it based only on the critical acclaim and awards garnered by his work, though this, too, exists in excess. The numerous awards, nominations, and other honors for the man and his work are no doubt reflections of Spielberg’s influence, and he has certainly changed American entertainment in many ways. Here, however, we will focus on his influence as a film director, which has resulted in profound changes to both the technical and economic ends of filmmaking and the entertainment industry at large.

Although Spielberg certainly has notably influenced American entertainment in his other endeavors as producer, writer, and studio founder, determining the extent of his influence over works he has touched through those means would be difficult. But as a director, he has already helmed over 25 theatrical films, beginning with 1974’s Sugarland Express, and among the films Spielberg has directed, four—Jaws (1975), Jurassic Park (1993), Schindler’s List (1993), and Saving Private Ryan (1998)—stand out as marking substantial changes in Hollywood, both in their redefining what kind of films can become monetary successes and in their lasting contributions to the artistic and technical aspects of filmmaking.

When Spielberg was chosen to helm Jaws, his prior directing work had been limited primarily to directing television episodes on shows like Rod Serling’s Night Gallery and Columbo plus a series of three made-for-TV movies. Because of the power he has now, it may be hard to conceive of Spielberg as essentially a nobody, but that was how he entered the arduous task of directing the film version of Peter Benchley’s novel of the same name. The problems he encountered in filming Jaws are widely documented, including a shooting schedule that ballooned from 55 to 159 days, running wildly over budget, conflicts between cast and crew, and mechanical sharks that did not work correctly. That the movie was completed at all seems miraculous. However, it was not only completed, but its success is often credited with changing the way that Hollywood makes and markets its films.

Bestowing on Spielberg the title of “the moviemaker” in Time magazine’s “Artists and Entertainers of the Century” issue in 1998, Roger Ebert writes that Spielberg’s most important contribution to modern movies is his insight that “there was an enormous audience to be created if old-style B-movie stories were made with A-level craftsmanship and enhanced with the latest developments in special effects.” This perfectly describes Jaws. The plot has all the makings of a B-movie, a typical monster film. However, Spielberg’s use of composition, editing, camera motion, special effects, and musical score all elevate the film to something more. Lester Friedman’s Citizen Spielberg provides an in-depth analysis of Jaws from these more technical standpoints, highlighting the craftsmanship behind the film that is often overlooked. One significant part of his discussion concentrates on the painstaking construction of the scene leading up to Alex Kintner (Jeffrey Voorhees) being attacked by the shark, pointing out those techniques that keep the audience in suspense about what will happen, when it will happen, and to whom it will happen. His analysis highlights how Spielberg turned Jaws into something more than just a monster movie.
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Steven Spielberg, 1999. (AP Photo/Mark J. Terrill)

This old-style B-movie story made with A-level craftsmanship found an unexpected success. It was released in the summer, which used to be for what Ebert refers to as “cheaper exploitation films” (1998), but instead Jaws became what was then the highest-grossing movie of all time. There are many possible explanations for its popularity. Nigel Andrews argues that it resonated with the emotions of the American people in the wake of instability and uncertainty following the country’s exit from the conflict in Vietnam (Friedman 2006, 175). Friedman points to its playing on two major fears: more practically, the fear of the unknown that lies below human beings as we enter the ocean as aliens to it, and also fear that results from the film pointing out how “apparent safety is the most dangerous illusion of all, since one can never be protected from disaster anywhere or at any time” (Friedman 2006, 175). Whichever combination of these reasons, or whatever unnamed ones also contributed, Jaws quickly became an unprecedented success. And because Hollywood is generally in the business of making profit, it looked to the success of Jaws to determine how to reap similar benefits with other films. Whether the changes that followed were good or bad for the entertainment industry depends on whom you ask, but that the changes can be traced to the success of Jaws does not seem to be questioned. As Ebert explains, “Within a few years, the Jaws model would inspire an industry in which budgets ran wild because the rewards seemed limitless, in which summer action pictures dominated the industry and in which the hottest young directors wanted to make the Great American Blockbuster” (1998). In the wake of the response to Jaws, studios changed both what kinds of movies were financed and how they went about publicizing them, leaving Spielberg’s first major mark on the entertainment business. Some view these and other changes, especially a perceived priority shift to spectacle over substance, as changes that Spielberg should be blamed for. However, to blame him and Jaws for subsequent movies and what certain critics see as their enduring harm to the art of filmmaking seems extreme, and Spielberg had to live with the consequences as much as, or perhaps more than, everyone else.

Luckily, Spielberg went on to meet the success standard that he set with Jaws with many of the films he directed afterwards. Between Jaws in 1975 and Jurassic Park in 1993, a majority of Spielberg’s films saw not just monetary but critical success, including three Best Director and two Best Picture Oscar nominations and numerous other nominations and awards from the Golden Globes, Director’s Guild, and more. Among the standouts in this time period is E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial (1982), which saw simultaneous critical and monetary success. It demonstrated that a movie could be an economic success while still being a high-quality film, but at the same time, it did not break the blockbuster mold that so many critics lament. Spielberg made sure that it was a story well told, but it is not exactly a substantive, serious film. He does, however, have a few more serious films, not in the blockbuster spirit, during this period. The Color Purple (1985) comes closest to being a nonblockbuster film that still saw monetary success, but others, like Empire of the Sun (1987), were financial flops. In general, though, Spielberg during this time seems trapped by the very standard he is blamed for creating in the first place. Popcorn fare like the Indiana Jones films saw huge ticket sales, while serious films like Empire of the Sun made best-films-of-the-year lists, but few paid to see them.

It was while living in his own legacy of blockbuster expectations that Spielberg made his next major contribution to the evolution of filmmaking. Though still meeting, or rather exceeding, blockbuster standards, dethroning his own previous film E.T. as all-time box office leader, Jurassic Park made enduring changes to the art of filmmaking through advancements in special effects, specifically in the use of computer-generated imagery (CGI) and its integration with live-action footage. As Friedman (2006, 133) points out in Citizen Spielberg, in the few years prior to Jurassic Park, CGI had been used and integrated in two major films, James Cameron’s The Abyss (1989) and Terminator 2 (1991), so Jurassic Park was not the first to use. The digital effects were blended with animatronic versions of the dinosaurs for a seamless effect and an impressive degree of realism. The CGI work done by Industrial Light and Magic (ILM) for this film blazed the trail for future special effects work on film and melted away previous visual limitations. At the outset, Spielberg had several options, including utilizing a variation of stop-motion animation called “go motion,” and he actually intended to use that process, but when he was unhappy with the tests during preproduction, he had ILM work on some computer-generated test footage. George Lucas, filmmaker of Star Wars fame (and the other target for blame in creating the blockbuster mentality in Hollywood) was present for the first screening of the CGI test footage; Tom Shone reports that Lucas “was crying when the lights came up” and that he said of the footage, “it was like one of those moments in history, like the invention of the light bulb or the first telephone call … A major gap had been crossed, and things were never going to be the same” (2004). Once Jurassic Park showed what could be done and audiences showed they would pay to see it, it opened the way for CGI to become the new standard in film special effects. And so despite this film taking place in a fantasy world where dinosaurs come alive, its lasting contribution is in how it paved the way for future films to better recreate reality or create their own realities through the use of digital effects.

While Jurassic Park did change entertainment by introducing high-quality computer effects, it is still very much in the vein of blockbuster films, still fitting the pattern Spielberg is blamed for having created in the first place. These types of effects, in fact, went on to become the trademark of most would-be blockbuster films, further, perhaps, creating a separation between film “haves” and “have-nots.” It is later in 1993 that Spielberg finally freed himself from his own prison as he created a film that received not only critical but worldwide box-office success, and for a film that might seem at first glance to be one of those have-nots.

With Schindler’s List, Spielberg created a realistic and often brutal portrayal of the Holocaust, far from the light-but-entertaining fare he had become known for. With this film, he tapped into a subject matter that resonated strongly with the American people despite its taking place across the world, and at the same time tapped into his own emotions regarding his Jewish heritage. Spielberg himself recognized it as a major turning point in his work as a director when he explained in an interview with David Ansen, “I came to realize, the reason I came to make the movie, is that I have never in my life told the truth in a movie. My effort as a moviemaker has been to create something that couldn’t possibly happen. So people could leave their lives and have an adventure and then come back to earth and drive home. That was one of the things I thought: if I’m going to tell the truth for the first time, it should be about this subject. Not about divorce or parents and children, but about this” (1993). The result is a perfect storm of serious subject matter and honesty and brutality that, surprisingly, did not deter audiences from purchasing tickets. This time, Spielberg’s work redefined what type of film can become a box-office success.

The Holocaust is an inherently risky event to try to depict on film, and as Lester Friedman points out in his discussion of the film in Citizen Spielberg, it can often result in a “fraudulent sense of redemption and triumph that substitutes soothing platitudes for bitter realities” (2006, 298). It is a topic that requires extreme brutality and realism to even begin to do it justice, and this was not what Spielberg was known for up to this point. The Color Purple and Empire of the Sun certainly had their brutal moments, but they were not sustained to the same degree. Spielberg not only depicted that brutality but did so artistically, as described by Kenneth Turan: “Working extensively with a hand-held camera and functioning almost as a documentarian, Spielberg, understanding how important it was to show the casualness of the nightmare, had the nerve to simply let those dreadful scenes play out without special emphasis” (2005). This, then, became one lasting contribution made by Spielberg through this film: he pushed the limits of how realistically human brutality and violence are depicted in the film medium, particularly for mainstream audiences. And as is also the case following Saving Private Ryan, once a benchmark for filmic realism has been established, other filmmakers feel compelled to follow or risk audiences feeling they have cheated them or sanitized events.

The level of realism that Spielberg attained in his depiction of the Holocaust did not deter audiences. Friedman devotes some discussion to this and points to at least one factor being the near-obsession of American culture with the Holocaust, an obsession driven by the ability to remind America of it being savior to the rest of the world and of its “moral superiority over its European counterparts” (Friedman 2006, 293). However, there have been other films before and since that portray the Holocaust, and yet none has had the domestic or worldwide monetary success of Schindler’s List. Friedman asserts that the success of the film may be explained by how “it dramatically capped the evolving ‘Americanization’ of the Holocaust by concentrating on endurance beyond destruction, celebration amidst mourning, and hope over despair” (2006, 296). Spielberg took a profoundly emotional topic and created a film that addressed it in a way that resonated with people of all levels of investment in the Holocaust itself, and also managed to shoot it in a realistic manner so that it did not fall into the trap of superficiality or melodrama. All of these things together resulted in a film that was a moderate financial success in the United States, the ninth-highest-grossing film of that year, but an even greater worldwide success, ultimately grossing over $300 million and finding surprising popularity even in Germany. It changed entertainment in a few ways—its brutal nature was new for a film in wide release, and the fact that a story like this still made money and managed worldwide appeal denotes a shift as well.

Following Schindler’s List, Spielberg did not direct another feature film until 1997, when he followed Jurassic Park with a sequel, The Lost World, and then followed Schindler’s List with another historical drama, Amistad. Amistad, however, never saw even close to the amount of success of Schindler’s List, barely making back its own budget in domestic box office. It was received positively by critics but did not resonate with American moviegoers. This could perhaps be attributed to the subject matter, a mutiny on a slave ship led by the would-be slaves; though the Holocaust is a foreign event, America was able to be a hero there, as opposed to America acting as villain in Amistad. Events in which America is the hero, however, continue to prove a draw for American audiences even when shown with graphic realism, and Spielberg proved this again with his next project, Saving Private Ryan.

Saving Private Ryan continued in the vein of Schindler’s List in breaking the pattern of Spielberg’s films (and films in general) having to choose between being either seriousness or a huge financial success. It seemed that Spielberg had already resigned himself and his film to the former rather than the latter, as he described to this cast and crew his expectations: “I didn’t think this would be tolerable to audiences; I thought this was going to be inaccessible … I said to my cast midway through shooting, ‘Don’t think of this as something we’re going to go out and make a killing on, but just as a memorial. We’re thanking all those guys, your grandparents and my dad, who fought in World War II’ ” (Turan 2005). In that quest to produce a fitting memorial, Spielberg took up a similarly realistic approach to the one he employed in Schindler’s List, displaying the brutal reality of the war while not oversentimentalizing it or romanticizing it. Consequently, Private Ryan’s legacy to the art of filmmaking comes primarily from its first 30 minutes. The depiction of the invasion at Omaha Beach totally changes the way movie violence, and especially violence related to war, is portrayed on film. It is brutal and graphic. The camera puts the viewer in the middle of the action and makes the audience members feel as though they, too, are soldiers thrown in among this chaos. It does not romanticize the action with a musical score; the only music is the sound of gunfire and explosions. It honors the ones who fought the real battle by showing how it really was. That obligation to honor people who suffered through these types of experiences has subsequently endured; any filmmaker wanting to depict a battle sequence, especially a historical one, has had the standard set by the Omaha Beach invasion in Saving Private Ryan. The depiction of war violence in film was forever changed by Spielberg and the opening that he crafted for his film.

However, despite his low expectations for the accessibility of Saving Private Ryan, audiences surprised him by embracing the film, groundbreaking realism in its depiction of war and all. Though critics are divided on the overall quality of the rest of the film, the opening sequence is widely recognized as a great accomplishment in American filmmaking, and audiences made it the #1 film of 1998 at the U.S. box office. Once again, a Spielberg film redefined what kind of movie can be an economic success, but this time, rather than showing that audiences only want mindless entertainment or B-movie stories with A-level craftsmanship, he showed as he had with Schindler’s List (and now demonstrating it was no fluke) that one need not choose between making a serious, substantive film and having a box-office hit. He essentially freed himself (and others) from the prison of the blockbuster mentality by proving that audiences will support a good film whether it meets “blockbuster” criteria or not.

Though there are without a doubt countless other contributions and changes to American entertainment that could be traced to Steven Spielberg (and likely more to follow, with his having already directed a number of notable feature films since Private Ryan, including War Horse [2011] and Lincoln [2012]), his influence as discussed here has wide and long-lasting ramifications. His films have challenged accepted notions (including his own) regarding what kinds of films audiences will respond best to, first in helping establish the idea of the blockbuster film and then later demonstrating that a film need not have a blockbuster attitude to make blockbuster money. Also in the spirit of redefinition, it is a man best known for fantasy tales who made major strides in upping both the possibilities and expectations of realism in film. Thus, he has managed to change not just filmmaking as a business but filmmaking as an art form.

Kristen B. Miller
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SPRINGSTEEN, BRUCE (1949–)

At some point in the last decade, a forgotten television show made mention of the Holy Trinity of American rock and roll. Comprising this trio were Elvis Presley, Bob Dylan, and Bruce Springsteen. For myself and I suspect many others, Presley and Dylan seemed to be obvious choices: Presley popularized rock during the 1950s and seemingly inspired every major musical figure of the 1960s and 1970s (including Springsteen) to pick up a guitar; Dylan brought both a political consciousness and poetic aesthetic to a popular artistic form. But what does Springsteen bring to the table? Even as an ardent fan of the Boss, I had a difficult time pinpointing how Springsteen belonged on this mantle. Did his appearances on The Ed Sullivan Show change popular culture? Did he incorporate the avant-garde and poetry to rock? In all fairness, it would be a mistake to claim that Springsteen shattered social norms like Presley or had an artistic influence like Dylan.

But at the same time, it would be a grave mistake to disavow Springsteen’s importance to American culture. Without question, when one listens to various modern artists in the often bewilderingly diverse context of present-day music, we can hear the influence of the Boss. The songs of Drive By Truckers, with their fractured narratives of families coming apart and the despair of small-town life, echo of many of Springsteen’s own analyses of Americana. Likewise, the characters of the songs of the Hold Steady seem to have been taken directly from Springsteen’s early studies of working-class men and women. And fellow New Jersey act the Gaslight Anthem has acknowledged their artistic debt to Springsteen. From Melissa Etheridge to Eddie Vedder, the influence of Springsteen on popular music is as pervasive as it is impressive.
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Bruce Springsteen, 1985. (AP Photo/Kathy Willens)

More importantly, no current artist has the same level of cultural cachet and respect from critics and commentators. His fan base is one of the most dedicated and loyal of contemporary American culture; his tours still frequently sell out each show (and often, to the chagrin of many, in a few minutes). For his critical supporters, Springsteen has become the voice of American popular culture, a contemporary bard whose voice somehow can represent those without a voice or can manage, in the words of A. O. Scott, to be the poet laureate of an event like September 11th (2004, 362). He has become a template, a conscience of American society. As Jon Stewart noted at the 2009 Kennedy Center Honors, his audience is “rejuvenated, if not redeemed” by the man’s gift as an artist (2009).

But what exactly is it that redeems the audience of Springsteen? Why have so many critics and writers, like A. O. Scott, anointed Springsteen as this sainted singer? For many of his fans, the initial response to a query as to why he matters would be a combination of a bemused glance and a simple retort of “he’s the Boss”—spoken in the same slightly sarcastic, condescending manner as if responding to another person wondering aloud if walking out in the rain will get him or her wet. But such retorts neither answer nor explain why this New Jersey native has become one of the most respected living American artists; nor does such a response answer why Springsteen and his music matter.

Part of the answer to such questions concerns how we, as an audience and as a culture, perceive Springsteen as an artist. In one sense, his story is representative of the classic American rags-to-riches story. Born in working-class Long Branch, New Jersey, on September 23, 1949, Springsteen was ultimately signed to a record deal with Columbia Records and recorded two critically acclaimed albums in 1973. Yet neither Greetings from Asbury Park nor The Wild, the Innocent, and the E Street Shuffle were commercial successes. But after the recording of Born to Run in 1975, Springsteen became a star of the American music scene, concurrently appearing on the covers of Newsweek and Time in that year. Apparently overnight, this (then) scrawny kid from a Jersey shore town became the biggest seemingly out of the blue music sensation of the decade.

In another sense, Springsteen’s popularity is also based on his continued persona of a regular guy—not a rock star. While his star has waned at various points since the mid-1970s, the man often called a “working-class hero” still lives in New Jersey, still hangs out with the same band members, and occasionally still will play a surprise set at a dive bar. While it is a bit naïve to believe the Bruce Springsteen of 2012 is the same Bruce Springsteen of 1975, such a persona can explain his appeal in part. Moreover, that persona carries onto the stage. Springsteen is legendary for his marathon concerts and hyperenergized onstage act; if one were to search for concert reviews, a near constant would be admiration at Springsteen’s willingness to give his all for each show—a fact made even more impressive considering this rocker is now in his sixties and, according to recent concert reviews, appears to not be slowing down. Springsteen’s persona becomes a manifestation of key American ideals: success, authenticity, and hard work.

In many respects, Springsteen is an American artist. This is not to say that he is an uber-nationalist, myopic artist, but someone who has, for the past 40 years, embraced American culture—perhaps more so than any contemporary performer. We can see such an incorporation of culture in his music. Springsteen is certainly versed in the popular American musical traditions; as Jay Cocks notes, his music is “full of echoes” (2004, 66). We can hear those classic American popular sounds of the blues, country, Motown; the influence of Sam Cooke, Woody Guthrie, Bob Dylan, Roy Orbison, Johnny Cash, Chuck Berry, and many others. Perhaps the best example of this approach to music is his 2006 album We Shall Overcome: The Seeger Sessions, in which Springsteen and his band provide a lesson in the history of American folk music, ranging from the Irish ballad “Mrs. McGrath” to the Depression-era ditty “My Oklahoma Home.” But Springsteen also incorporates literary traditions into his music: listening to a Springsteen song is akin to reading a proletarian novel from the 1930s or a sprawling realist novel from the nineteenth century. And at times, this connection of his music to literature is incredibly overt: his 1995 song “The Ghost of Tom Joad” not only incorporates the essence of John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath, but Springsteen uses parts of Tom Joad’s famous speech to his mother in the lyrics.

Obviously, all artists incorporate any number of influences into their work, but what makes Springsteen’s art and music unique is that many of his influences feed into a specific and complex vision of the United States on the whole. Springsteen’s America, like that of Steinbeck, Cash, and Kerouac, is incredibly complicated. It is a place for adoration and hope, but also a place of despair and fear. As The A.V. Club’s Steven Hyden notes in his review of Springsteen’s Wrecking Ball, it is a mistake to make simplistic statements about his perspectives through the choruses or lyrics of his songs: “The reality is that Springsteen’s complicated embrace of patriotism—an old theme in his work that’s once again prominent on Wrecking Ball—occupies the same space as Woody Guthrie’s ‘This Land Is Your Land,’ celebrating the possibilities of the American Dream while acknowledging the pain of its failures” (2012). In a song like “My Hometown” from the Born in the U.S.A. album, for example, Springsteen overwhelmingly acknowledges the “troubled times” that have befallen the narrator’s hometown; the mill has closed, race violence breaks out in the local high school, and Main Street is a shell of its former self. Yet, at the song’s conclusion, Springsteen offers a brief ray of hope for the narrator and his family: they are considering fleeing this locale and starting life anew. Even in the direst of economic and social circumstances, there remains the chance that all will work out, even if the odds are stacked against the family.

This complicated vision of America has not always translated to the audience. Perhaps the most famous example of a misreading of Springsteen’s artistic ethos was during the enormous success of the Born in the U.S.A. album in the mid-1980s. While Springsteen had developed a loyal following in the 1970s and early 1980s, the success of his 1984 album catapulted the singer to superstardom. But the title track—a reflection on the struggles of a Vietnam War veteran after the war’s end—was often misunderstood by many fans as a pro-America ballad; Washington Post conservative columnist George Will, after seeing Springsteen live, commented: “I have not got a clue about Springsteen’s politics, if any, but flags get waved at his concerts while he sings songs about hard times. He is no whiner, and the recitation of closed factories and other problems always seems punctuated by a grand, cheerful affirmation: ‘Born in the U.S.A.!’ ” (2004, 108). When Ronald Reagan evoked Springsteen by name at a campaign stop, remarking he loved his music, Springsteen was compelled to perform the stark “Johnny 99” in response to such uncomplicated readings of his songs.

But perhaps the primary way in which Springsteen’s art reveals its importance is by the ways in which his music creates empathy for others in the listener. Arguably, the song that best represents this artistic ethos is “The River,” the title track of Springsteen’s 1980 double album, which mainly featured complicated narratives masked in upbeat and ragged music; the song is somber in tone, featuring Springsteen’s desperate singing style and harmonica solos. The song concerns a narrator who recounts his life as a happy-go-lucky teenager contrasted with the harsh realities of his adulthood. “The River” begins with the narrator noting that he grew up in a very working-class setting where it was expected that you would follow in your father’s footsteps—especially in regard to your work. Escaping from this environment, the youth and his girlfriend Mary escape the valley and head to the river—to swim, to make love, to enjoy life. But when “he gets Mary pregnant,” such joys die away, and for his 19th birthday, the narrator receives “a union card and a wedding coat.” The memories of their nighttime getaways slowly die away from the couple as they age, presumably through other kids and hardships, including the continual threat of unemployment. While both the narrator and Mary “act as though” neither cares, the memories of their youth haunts the song: “Those memories come back to haunt me/They haunt me like a curse.” The river becomes both a curse and a blessing to the narrator and his wife: on the one hand, they secretly enjoy the memories of their youth and their dreams; on the other hand, those dreams are simply dreams.

While we are led to believe that the narrator of “The River” is imaginary, Springsteen’s inspiration for the song was very close to him; indeed he has frequently noted that he wrote “The River” for “my brother-in-law and sister. My brother-in-law was in the construction industry, lost his job and had to struggle very hard back in the late 70s, like so many people are doing today” (No Nukes 1980). Springsteen’s mentioning of “so many other people” gives the song a broader connotation than one unnamed narrator or his brother-in-law, and connects the song and much of his music to a long tradition in American popular culture. According to Jim Cullen, in Born in the USA: Bruce Springsteen and the American Tradition, Springsteen’s “The River” is representative of traditional republican thinking: to put public debates into private contexts. The ideal of republicanism in American culture dictates that one “avoids labeling people with abstractions … and sees them as individuals with rich private lives—a habit of thought which if practiced assiduously in the private realm, is likely to have ramifications in the public realm” (1997, 39). According to Cullen, for many artists working in this tradition, such as Mark Twain or Walt Whitman, the major goal was to place very public issues—such as slavery—into personal contexts. While “The River” does not have the same twinge of protest concerning its subject matter that one reads in Huckleberry Finn, the song does emphasize the ideal of caring and concern for its subject—in this case, the unnamed narrator, his family, and their situation.

Springsteen’s lyrics and his story seem to not pass any judgment toward the couple and the situation of “The River”; instead, he presents the story as someone might tell it at a diner in the middle of the night or after a few beers with friends one night. Springsteen’s songs are, more often than not, private stories that needed to be told in public but not with the intention of condemning the subjects of those stories. At a certain point in my youth, I realized that Springsteen’s music was, in many respects, like the stories I had heard from friends and family for years; these were stories of people succeeding and failing, winning and losing, but above all trying to do the best they could with unplanned pregnancies, drugs, alcoholism, or the loss of a job. But just as Springsteen intends, such stories from friends and families were meant to elicit empathy and sympathy for the people in question, as if to say “we need to be aware of what is happening to this person, this family.”

Like Walt Whitman and Mark Twain, Springsteen has dedicated his career to connecting his art to the great multitude and giving voice to all within the democracy. Indeed, one could compare such songs as “The River” or “Highway Patrol” with Whitman’s own advocacy for seeing slaves as people or noting how love should not be limited by societal norms. And this connection between his work and the people that those stories are based on is at least in part how Springsteen has changed popular culture; admittedly, he is following in a much longer tradition of sympathetic portrayals and perspectives toward all Americans, but I would argue that in many respects, American culture needs artists and figures who call out for critical and sympathetic perspectives. After all, our current cultural context is seemingly drowning in texts, especially on television, where sympathetic views toward people with different stories are not represented; one need only watch most cable news programs or many reality television shows—including one based in Springsteen’s home state and featuring cast members who share his Italian American background—where anyone who does not fit into the group or fit the story is mocked.

In a New York Times interview written not long after his Super Bowl Halftime Show appearance in 2009, Springsteen lamented his decision to allow Walmart to exclusively sell a Greatest Hits collection given that company’s antiunion policies, saying “[i]t was a mistake … Fans will call you out on that stuff, as it should be” (Pareles 2009). Springsteen then noted that any project he tackled was part of a communal movement; indeed, his entire career was a creation of a “large community of people gathered around a core set of values” (Pareles 2009). He continued, in the same New York Times interview, that within the community “there’s a wide range of beliefs, but still you do gather in one tent at a particular moment to have some common experience, and that’s why I go there too” (Pareles 2009).

The notion of a “tent” ultimately reveals Springsteen’s impact on American culture. In a time when it seems that difference in popular culture is not celebrated, his music provides a haven for the literal and symbolic concern for all Americans. It is a “tent” wherein the stories and perspectives that people may not hear, nor necessarily want to hear, are on full display. The stories in this music are complex and contradictory; the narrators sympathetic and troubled. While I cannot speak for all his fans, his music has changed me for the better; songs like “The River” helped me mature and assisted me in sympathizing with those around me. And as evidenced by the quote from the New York Times article, his fans and their participation in the tent energize him and make him long for that common experience.

Springsteen is still touring as of this writing. He still receives accolades as an American bard. And for many of his admirers, he is still the same dynamic working-class kid from New Jersey that he was when they first saw him live. But when we listen to the music of Bruce Springsteen, we hear the story of late-twentieth-century America—the trials, the tribulations, the struggles. We hear the complex narratives of people trying to make things work; we still believe in the dreams and promises of America, but we aren’t so naïve as to believe that all is well. And ultimately, Springsteen’s music—like those great republican artists of the past—seeks to create a better America through understanding and caring for those we might not know. The Boss does not challenge sexual norms like Elvis did nor does he attempt to change the aesthetic structure of rock n’ roll like Dylan; but in presenting American stories and in following the footsteps of many American artists, Springsteen is keeping alive much of the best ideals of American culture at a time when they may be needed more than ever.

Paul Gagliardi
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STERN, HOWARD (1954–)

In August 2011, radio broadcaster Howard Stern was ranked 10th on a list of America’s Most Hated Celebrities compiled by the website E-Poll. He was ranked in the same company as accused murderers Casey Anthony and O. J. Simpson and a host of reality television stars, most with their fleeting fame close to running out. Of the listed celebrities (and the term “celebrity” was used loosely in the poll), Stern is the only one who has had repeated success in the media for nearly 40 years, and perhaps the person in the top ten who is least reported on negatively in current news media. But Howard Stern and his eponymous show, which has entertained millions of listeners for decades, remains an institution that is mostly despised by those who never consider its influence. Even his biggest detractors cannot claim that his career in radio and beyond has not had a profound impact on American entertainment.

Stern certainly wasn’t the first humorous personality on the radio, nor was he the first to use unconventional or shocking humor. Both Don Imus (who would famously start feuding with Stern while they both worked at WNBC) and the team of Steve Dahl and Gary Meier had been trailblazers of the format, with Stern seemingly particularly influenced by Dahl’s irreverent, often controversial, envelope-pushing humor. But whereas Stern’s early radio career was as filled with publicity stunts as those earlier personalities’, Stern’s show eventually evolved into more than just a humor program. In fact, part of his eventual success in radio can be attributed to the fact that he had to evolve, as he had very little success in radio during his first five years in the industry. Stern was forced by the very act of trying to survive in his field to create compelling, ratings-generating content. It took several years—and several unsuccessful short stints at radio stations in Westchester, New York; Hartford, Connecticut; Detroit, Michigan; and Washington, DC—for him to learn the full spectrum of the radio business while experimenting with different formats. Along the way he begin to gather together a team that would eventually become his show’s often dysfunctional staff, including writer Fred Norris, newswoman Robin Quivers, and, after moving to WNBC in New York in 1982, producer Gary Dell’Abate, and writer Al Rosenberg, who was eventually replaced as head writer by comedian Jackie “The Joke Man” Martling. The antics of Stern and his staff slowly built his audience from a small-time comedy show to “must-hear” radio, and had he been thrust in the spotlight of a major station too early, it’s likely he would never have found his eventual success.
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Howard Stern, 1993. (AP Photo)

Upon moving to WXRK in New York in November 1985 (Stern’s show was canceled by WNBC in September over its controversial content), he pushed his new company Infinity Broadcasting to syndicate his show in other markets, a tactic that eventually confirmed his position as the most popular radio personality in the country as in time his show was simulcast in markets all over America. In the late 1990s, Stern reached a peak audience of about 20 million listeners a day, a number far higher than most nonpolitical radio shows. In fact, he declared himself—very tongue-in-cheek—the King of All Media, and by 1998 he could certainly lay claim to the title: not only did he have the top entertainment radio show in the country, but he had two books that had topped the New York Times Best Seller list (1993’s Private Parts and 1995’s Miss America). He also had the record for most purchases of a non-sports pay-per-view special for his 1994 New Year’s Eve broadcast, a highly rated television version of his radio show on E! television, a 1997 film adaptation of Private Parts (in which Stern and his staff played themselves) that topped the box office in its first week of release while the film’s soundtrack was simultaneously the #1-selling album in the country, and a Saturday night show on CBS that competed with comedy institution Saturday Night Live. By the time Stern left terrestrial radio in December 2005, there were hardly any major cities that did not feature his show broadcast on one of the local stations.

Stern’s talent for radio is often dismissed by those who see his sometimes crass and often juvenile humor as distasteful, though certainly toilet humor had its place in entertainment even before it was used by both Chaucer and Shakespeare in their work. Other detractors claim that Stern’s brand of humor is easily duplicated, but there are perhaps only a handful of radio personalities who have achieved national fame in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, and none of them have achieved lasting fame as Stern imitators. It is not surprising, then, to see that many of his former terrestrial stations struggled to maintain an audience in the years after his move to Sirius. In particular, Stern’s former home station, WXRK in New York, underwent several radical format changes in the years after his departure; KLSX in Los Angeles dropped its all-talk format in 2008 in favor of music; WJFK in Washington, D.C., went to a sports format in 2008; and Stern’s first syndicated station, WYSP in Philadelphia, abandoned its classic rock format in 2011 after several attempts to replace his morning show. Whether these changes can be attributed directly to Stern’s program moving to satellite radio is debatable, but it’s worth noting that during his tenure these stations rarely, if ever, changed formats so radically. There have been very few radio personalities that have had entire FM stations built around them, and Stern had several. Even more surprising is that when he left terrestrial radio, the nearly 30-year radio veteran was replaced in some markets with shows featuring hosts with little, and in some cases, no radio experience—as if the King of All Media could be replaced with just about anyone. Famously, Stern’s base station WXRK switched from its modern rock format to an all-talk format with the new name WFNY upon his departure (with the station’s new moniker “Free FM” rumored to be a shot at the subscription-based Sirius where his show moved), and his previous time slot was filled by David Lee Roth, the former lead singer of the rock band Van Halen. Roth, who had no significant radio experience, initially had his show aired in Boston, Cleveland, Dallas, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and West Palm Beach (all former Stern stations), but the show did not even last half a year after much criticism and rapidly declining ratings. Stern proved then, and continues to prove now, that his often-dismissed talent is irreplaceable.

Nonetheless, the harsh criticism of The Howard Stern Show continues. One of the most frequent criticisms is how often his name comes up on live television newscasts when a prank caller posing as an authority figure tricks a newscaster into interviewing the caller as a legitimate source. Often these interviews end in a reference to Stern or in the phrase “Baba Booey,” the unfortunate nickname of his longtime producer, Gary Dell’Abate. Perhaps most famously, a Stern fan prank called ABC newscaster Peter Jennings during the live telecast of the 1994 O. J. Simpson car chase to report a woefully inaccurate account of Simpson’s actions on the scene. Jennings and the newscasters stuck with the caller on-air despite his somewhat obvious false information until the caller signed off by saying, “Baba Booey to y’all,” leading sportscaster Al Michaels (himself a professed fan of Stern’s show) to enter the broadcast to report that the call was a prank. While many in the news media are quick to criticize Stern himself for these pranks, it’s worth noting that he has not personally been involved in any prank calls to live newscasts in decades, and, more importantly, the actual problem doesn’t lie with Stern or his fans but with the news media, which is too often all too eager to unconditionally accept a random caller as an authentic authority figure in order to have a “breaking news” angle on a top story. In fact, it can be argued that because of Stern fans who have pranked major news outlets—all in the hope of having their “Baba Booey” call played on-air on Stern’s show the following day—those in the news media are forced to more carefully consider their sources before going live on air with them. As a result, it can be argued that the antics of Stern’s fans as they assault the news media ultimately has a positive effect on news reporting, forcing honesty and fact-checking on networks before they go ahead with a source without properly checking on the credentials of callers.

In fact, one of Stern’s lasting contributions to American entertainment is fostering this sort of honesty. His interviews with his guests—whether A-list Hollywood stars, porn film stars, or homeless people found on the streets of New York—are unrestrained by the layers of public relations babble with which most media interviews are often saturated. His interviews, normally a half-hour or longer, provide one of the only remaining mass-media forums for guests to delve deeply into their personal lives and creative work in this era of minute-long sound-bite talking-head interviews. In fact, more than a few guests have landed in hot water after revealing too much about their professional or even personal lives on-air during interviews with Stern, and the list of celebrities or public officials who have refused to appear on his show because of his penetrating manner of questioning grows larger each year (though the list of those who have landed in hot water because of answers they gave to his questions may be equally as long). Yet many who have appeared on his show have reaped the benefits—it doesn’t take a political analyst to realize that Stern’s personal support of gubernatorial candidates Christine Todd Whitman (New Jersey) and George Pataki (New York) contributed to their eventual victories, and several celebrities, including comedians Sam Kinison and Artie Lange, owe much of their popularity to appearing on the show. Yet the positive results of the “Howard Stern effect” are often ignored; even Stern’s open support of social issues like gay marriage and transgender acceptance long before they gained mainstream currency are frequently ignored while his obvious jokes on the same subjects are reported instead in out-of-context sound bites.

But perhaps Stern’s most significant effect on entertainment were his struggles with censorship regulations—highlighted by his frequent battles with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in his terrestrial radio days—which are unparalleled by any other entertainment figure and remain a fascinating study in the struggle for First Amendment rights in the media. Indeed, in the 1990s and early 2000s, it almost seemed like the FCC was on a singular crusade to fine Stern’s stations until they were forced to remove him from their airwaves. While other controversial figures waged momentary battles on censorship, Stern seemed to stand alone as a constant thorn in the side of his station managers and the FCC, which only escalated after the infamous 2004 Super Bowl halftime show—in which one of performer Janet Jackson’s breasts was momentarily exposed to the largest live television audience of the year—an incident that did not involve Stern in any way but served as an impetus for the FCC to strictly regulate both television and radio airwaves. Of course, his show, which was a target of the FCC ever since the show’s first fine in 1990 for a bit involving a man playing the piano with his penis, became public enemy number one. In March 2004, stations airing Stern’s show were levied with a fine for an “offensive” broadcast that aired in July 2001, nearly three years prior. But the worst was yet to come—in April, the show was levied with fines totaling nearly a half-million dollars for a broadcast from a year prior featuring cast member “Stuttering” John Melendez, who was no longer a member of the Stern show cast by the time the fine was issued. Clear Channel Communications, which owned six stations that broadcast Stern, immediately dropped his show in response. Ironically his radio show was consistently rated near the top or the top radio show in his syndicated markets despite the FCC frequently insisting that his show’s material was unfit for public broadcast, and Stern’s ratings actually increased in major markets like New York City, Chicago, and Los Angeles after the stricter 2004 FCC regulations were implemented. In fact, in just over a month Stern’s show returned to different stations in five of the six markets from which he had been dropped by Clear Channel, proving that he had an audience in those areas that craved his show’s content. This revealed that there was a vast untapped market for “adult” humor in entertainment that the FCC and other censorship authorities wanted to effectively censor out of existence. By the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century—after Stern moved his show to the unregulated satellite airwaves of Sirius—some of the most popular shows on television aired on uncensored “premium” networks like HBO and Showtime, and R-rated comedies written by Stern fans like Judd Apatow frequently topped the movie box office. It became clear that despite the FCC’s insistence that it was in the public’s best interest to eliminate “vulgar” programming like Stern’s show, the public had an as-yet unsatisfied demand for such “lewd” content. Stern exited terrestrial radio at perhaps the best possible moment—in June 2006, even stricter regulations on decency standards were passed by Congress and signed into law by the president, increasing fines nearly 20 times into the six figures for each instance of indecent content. Yet even after all the FCC struggles, Stern’s show on the unregulated airwaves of Sirius differs little in content from his terrestrial radio days—while his staff and guests are free to use any language they desire, “foul” language is not used much more on the program than it was during the “bleeped” days on terrestrial. His material was never really about being vulgar for vulgarity’s sake: it was meant to be entertaining comedy.

It was these strict FCC regulations that Stern faced that led to his announced decision to move his show from the regulated FM airwaves to the unregulated airwaves of Sirius Satellite Radio—a pay service that at the time of his announcement had approximately one million subscribers, two million less than its main satellite radio competitor, XM Radio. However, to demonstrate Stern’s power as a broadcaster, Sirius announced that it would absorb the larger XM Radio in February 2007, and in December 2010 the combined company celebrated exceeding 20 million subscribers. While it’s debatable how many of those subscribers have directly been a result of Stern’s presence on the Sirius airwaves (ratings for Sirius programming are not publically released, although Stern claimed on his September 27, 2011, program that he has “five to six million people a day listening … on the low side”), it’s clear that his move to Sirius exposed the company to a broader audience, one that would not have considered a pay radio service until a nationally known entertainer like Stern became associated with it. His key role in the development of the satellite radio platform places him in the company of a small handful of entertainers like “Mr. Television” Milton Berle, whose “can’t miss” content helped make a new form of media successful. It could even be argued that Stern’s accomplishment of this is even more impressive because the format he put on the map exists in an era that is saturated by more media types than any other era of broadcast history. The fact that Stern’s show is now on a subscription-based format and not on free airwaves makes this accomplishment even more remarkable.

Of course, even though it seemed that the collective terrestrial radio industry couldn’t wait to get rid of Stern and the large FCC fines that accompanied him in the beginning of the twenty-first century, several radio companies have since made offers to him to return. The first offers came in May 2006, not even six months after he had moved his show to Sirius. Other offers followed, including an offer from Clear Channel Communications in 2010 as Stern’s first five-year contract with Sirius came to an end—ironically the very company that canceled Stern’s show on six of its stations in February 2004 for its “lewd” content. Though he has never seemed to give the idea of a return to terrestrial radio serious thought, it surely must be satisfying to the King of All Media that radio can’t seem to survive without him, America’s most “hated” broadcaster.

It is also worth noting that Stern has consistently succeeded in a media format that has been pronounced as “dying” several times since the late 1940s, but after his departure to Sirius it truly seems like terrestrial radio has hit its lowest point. While Stern is gone, his imitators still fight over declining market shares and shrinking audiences while they try to present entertaining content within the strict regulations of the FCC and their station’s corporate ownership. There has yet to be any entertainment radio personality to achieve even a fraction of the nationwide fame—or infamy—that Stern achieved during his tenure on terrestrial radio. His Sirius show still makes headlines when something truly outrageous makes the air or, more often, when a celebrity makes a candid comment that he or she is often quick to retract. Nonetheless, Stern regularly finds himself named on lists of the most hated entertainers in America based on a reputation that he doesn’t deserve. Instead of being recognized as a broadcaster who changed the face of radio and one of the best interviewers in the media, the focus remains on the controversial content—the very content that has drawn millions of listeners to his show for over 30 years. It is because of all the negatives that have been associated with Stern—who admittedly made himself the “bad boy” poster child of radio by his various media stunts—that he and his colleagues, who are among the most successful radio personalities in broadcasting history, have not been inducted into institutions such as the National Radio Hall of Fame and the National Association of Broadcasters Hall of Fame. Of course, these omissions are glaring, particularly since radio rival and equally controversial Don Imus has not only been inducted into both Halls of Fame, but has also been awarded the prestigious National Association of Broadcasters Marconi Award four times (Stern has received none). Throughout the years, Stern has dismissed such honors as meaningless, saying that ratings and producing a quality show are far more important.

Humorously, mainstream media still regularly refers to Stern by his “King of All Media” nickname even though most of his attention is focused on his radio show, which currently airs only three days a week. His talent and influence might still go unrecognized by most of that same mainstream media, but Stern’s legions of loyal fans will likely continue to listen to the controversial broadcaster even if his reputation never improves. In fact, perhaps it serves Stern better to remain a media pariah—after all, that way leads to far better content and rating for his show.

Christopher McKittrick
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STEWART, JON (1962–)

In his introduction to Jon Stewart’s now legendary guest appearance on Crossfire, Paul Begala dubbed Stewart “either the funniest smart guy on T.V. or the smartest funny man” (“Jon Stewart on Crossfire” 2004). The verdict is in: Jon Stewart is both (no offense, Stephen Colbert). Entertaining, irreverent, witty, and occasionally caustic, Stewart practices satire as well as his literary ancestor Mark Twain. And like Twain, though Stewart counts on laughter to engage his audience, he is also a deeply influential presence in American political and media culture. He has been compared to the most significant journalist our nation has ever known, Edward R. Murrow, and the New York Times’ Michiko Kakutani wondered in print if Stewart was, like Walter Cronkite before him, “the most trusted man in America” (2008).

Jon Stewart and The Daily Show bring Comedy Central viewers the “fake news” four nights each week. In an era when network news scrambles for viewers and struggles to stay relevant, Stewart seems to be just what America craves. His audience, despite being lampooned as “slackers and dope smokers” by Fox News’ Chris Wallace, is actually the most well-informed political group in the nation according to a 2007 Pew Research Center survey (“Jon Stewart Says Those Who Watch Fox News …” 2011). Though Stewart has had a modicum of success in film and television outside of The Daily Show, he and The Daily Show are now synonymous with satirical coverage of national politics. This influence extends to politicians and pundits so much that Newsweek has dubbed Stewart’s desk at The Daily Show “the coolest pit stop on television,” a place where at least one presidential hopeful—John Edwards—publically announced his presidential candidacy (Kakutani 2008). Further, news media personnel regularly feel his wrath. For example, a single appearance by Stewart on Crossfire—albeit one in which he begged the show’s hosts to “stop hurting America” with their staged bipartisan muckraking—managed to end the airing of Crossfire (Nikel 2011). In another case, Stewart and his team discovered that Fox News’ Sean Hannity used old footage of a well-attended Glenn Beck rally to prop up a rather poorly attended health-care bill protest. Stewart showed clips from both rallies, then noted, “It seems Sean Hannity used footage of a bigger crowd from a totally different event to make last week’s GOP Health Care Rally appear more heavily attended.” The following day, Hannity apologized for “inadvertently” using the wrong footage. He also said, “Although it pains me to say it, Jon Stewart was right” (“Sean Hannity Confesses” 2009). And in March 2009, Stewart, after seeing footage of CNBC’s Rick Santelli criticizing “losers” who were unable to make mortgage payments, began to question the overall CNBC financial news framework, pointing out that Jim Cramer of CNBC’s Mad Money had regularly praised the very banks who were now in trouble for extending loans to people who couldn’t possibly repay them. Cramer appeared on The Daily Show, arguing that though he had been wrong about the banks, it was an innocent mistake and not one that anyone could have predicted. Stewart wasn’t mollified and claimed Cramer deliberately misled his viewers in order to profit personally. Showing clip after clip of Cramer admitting to unethical and even illegal financial practices in a previously untelevised interview and then on CNBC promising his viewers that unsafe stocks and banks were safe and solvent, Stewart had more than enough evidence to suggest Cramer and his ilk were morally bankrupt for misinforming people in ways having real and dire financial results. Chided Stewart, “ ‘To pretend that this was some sort of crazy once-in-a-lifetime tsunami that nobody could have seen coming is disingenuous at best and criminal at worst’ ” (“Exclusive—Jim Cramer Extended Interview Pt. 3” 2009).
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Jon Stewart, 1998. (Norman Jean Roy/Comedy Central)

For his comedy and political acumen, Stewart has won 14 Emmys and 2 Peabody Awards. He hosted the Grammy Awards and the Academy Awards twice each, and, partnering with Stephen Colbert, hosted a funny, informed, and well-attended political “Rally to Restore Sanity and/or Fear” in 2010. Finally, in what is perhaps the most meaningful assessment of his influence, in a 2007 Pew Research poll, when asked to name the journalist whom they most admired, Americans as frequently named Jon Stewart as named Dan Rather, Tom Brokaw, Brian Williams, and Anderson Cooper (Kakutani 2008).

Jon Stewart is fairly private about his family. He is a forthcoming comedian concerning his beliefs, but he rarely pulls his loved ones into the comedy routine. He was born Jonathan Stuart Leibowitz on November 28, 1962 (Harris 2006). Raised in New Jersey, Stewart was nine when his father, a physicist, left his mother, an educator (Harris 2006). Stewart is said to have no contact with his father, and it’s speculated that he may have changed his last name to distance himself from the man. This rumored estrangement is about the only sensational story anyone can dig up on Stewart’s personal life. After four years of courtship, he married Tracey McShane in 2000, and they have two children together, Nathan and Maggie (Nikel 2011). Tracey is a licensed veterinarian, so the Stewarts have a few rescued pets who share their home. By all accounts, he adores his children and wife, whom he only occasionally mentions on The Daily Show, and then in glowing terms. About his background, few other details are known. He has mentioned being the target of anti-Semitism while in school (Harris 2006), but was well educated, eventually completing a degree in psychology at William and Mary College in Virginia (Nikel 2011). After college, Stewart took a number of jobs, some in his field of study and others simply to pay the rent. His production company is named “Busboy Productions,” a reminder of his days of busing tables, performing late-night stand-up, and hoping for a break.

Before he became the host of The Daily Show, Stewart had hosted three other entertainment shows and guest hosted The Larry Sanders Show. In each case, he honed some part of his humor—be it the sophomoric irreverence of Short Attention Span Theater (1991–1992), the improvisational nature of You Wrote It, You Watch It (1992–1993), or the political satire of The Jon Stewart Show (1993–1995). Once he took the position with Comedy Central’s The Daily Show in 1999, these components began to harmonize. Though the show was originally hosted by Craig Kilborn, most viewers now associate the show and its fake news exclusively with Stewart. In fact, Kilborn’s show was of a much different cloth than Stewart’s, focusing on celebrity news and absent the live audience so integral to Stewart’s comedy. Further, Stewart’s model really embraces the idea of the “news team,” currently incorporating the bizarre and witty antics of Samantha Bee, Jason Jones, Assif Mandvi, Wyatt Cenac, Olivia Munn, and John Oliver. Additional regular “contributors” include Lewis Black, John Hodgman, and Kristen Schaal. Past Daily Show correspondents and contributors include Steve Carell, Stephen Colbert, Mo Rocca, Demetri Martin, Ed Helms, Rob Riggle, and brothers Nate and Rob Corddry (“Jon Stewart—News Team” 2011). Positioning himself as the straight man to the wacky correspondents’ presentations of fake news, Stewart seems to revel in shared comedy. He also seems more than willing to be the platform from which many correspondents launch their comedy careers. Stephen Colbert, for instance, was extremely important to The Daily Show. A hilarious addition to the main attraction, Colbert would say and do just about anything in an interview. However, when the opportunity arose for Colbert to host his own show, Stewart not only supported him, he produced him.

As Kakutani points out, Stewart is humble about his job, joking that he just “throws spitballs from the back of the room” (2008). In fact, though, what Stewart and his correspondents and writers do is some very sophisticated heaving of some very barbed spitballs. Their central targets are the American 24-hour news channels, which, Stewart repeatedly implies, exhibit bad faith. He believes that somewhere along the way, they stopped reporting and started entertaining, and he and his team are there to call them on it. An entertainer himself, Stewart has been criticized for doing the very thing he claims to abhor. However, he doesn’t see it this way. In his exchange with Jim Cramer, he drew a distinction between his show and today’s news media: “We both sell snake oil, but I call it snake oil. You call it vitamin-C.” In the same interview, when Cramer complained that his network is doing the best they can given the circumstance of having to fill a 17-hour news demand each day, Stewart suggested, “Maybe you should cut back” (“Exclusive—Jim Cramer” 2009).

Stewart’s satire is a modern approach to an ancient form, blending techniques of ancient Greek satire (dating from the playwright/poet Aristophanes) with today’s new media technologies. These modern technologies allow Stewart to play the role of the Greek chorus, commenting on the lunacy and absurdity that he and his staff find in the endless footage culled from the 24-hour news media. His presentation of the news, therefore, is mostly a cut-and-paste presentation of the news media’s presentation, interrupted regularly with his own ironic commentary. His clip and comment strategy, combined with satirical bits by his correspondents, round out the structure of this ancient-made-modern comedy. The format allows Stewart to avoid (mostly) the danger of being taken for straightforward presentation. In the case of the ancient Greeks, Aristophanes’s influence was so powerful that once his satirical portrait of Socrates took hold among the populace, it was impossible for anyone—Aristophanes and Socrates included—to change that imagined portrait. Aristophanes’s plays, therefore, contributed to the charge against Socrates as “corruptor of youth,” a charge resulting in his execution (Barnet, Berman, and Burto 1958, 15–16). Stewart could never be so culpable, for instead of parodic hyperbole, he simply shows people behaving badly, stupidly, hypocritically, or criminally, allowing them to indict themselves without the enhancement of an exaggerated portrait.

Some of Stewart’s favorite targets of self-indictment include Fox News and the Bush administration. However, in all fairness, Stewart and his team will mock any gaff, slip, spin, or crime. For example, Stewart and his team dubbed the Iraq War “Mess O’Potamia,” taking heavy jabs at the Bush administration’s apparent missteps. In one segment, they mocked Bush’s changing definition of success in Iraq and the verbal nonsense that resulted, particularly when Bush claimed that “Success is not no violence in Iraq” (“Mess O’Potamia—Not No Violence” 2007). Still, Stewart and his team were equally willing to take shots at the next administration’s bungling of the Iraq War. When in February 2009 President Obama announced that “by August 31, 2010, our combat mission in Iraq will end,” Stewart ran the clip and then began singing “War Is Over” and chair dancing as balloons rained down around him. Then he showed more of Obama’s statement on Iraq: “We will retain a transitional force to carry out three distinct functions.…” Stewart looked puzzled and stopped dancing, and then showed another clip from Obama’s speech: “This force will likely be made up of thirty-five thousand to fifty thousand U.S. troops.” After Stewart screamed expletives into the camera, the balloons appeared to be floating back up to the ceiling, and the song playing became “Highway to Hell.” Stewart commented on the irony of “ending” a war without bringing home the troops, saying, “That’s right. Everybody’s coming home except for several dozen thousands of soldiers.” And then the satirical gloves came off completely as Stewart showed a clip of Obama explaining this “new” function of the U.S. military presence in Iraq, followed by a clip of George W. Bush making the same claim and even in the same language back in September 2007. After showing a clip from Secretary of Defense Robert Gates saying that now our military troops in Iraq would be called “advisory and assistance brigades,” Stewart mopped his brow, declaring, “What a relief! For a second there I thought they [U.S. troops] would still be in danger” (“Mess O’Potamia—The Iraq War Is Over” 2009).

Though he is a comedian and entertainer, Stewart has a serious side as well. After the 9/11 terrorist attacks, when he returned to the air some nine days later, he was visibly unnerved. Minus the show’s usual introduction, he sat at his desk and began speaking. He simply looked into the camera and asked, “Are you okay?” He went on to apologize for his state, saying, “I’m sorry to do this to you.… It’s something that we do for ourselves so that we can drain whatever abscess is in our hearts so that we can move on to the business of making you laugh” (“September 11, 2001”). As Carter and Stelter (2010) note, “Stewart is usually extremely careful about taking serious positions for which he might be accused of trying to exert influence.” About 9/11, however, he has remained serious, and though other television personalities seemed to recognize that levity was necessary in these dark days, none seemed better able to articulate precisely what Americans needed to hear. Stewart said, “They said to get back to work, and there were no jobs available for a man in a fetal position under his desk crying, which I gladly would have taken, so I come back here” (“September 11, 2001”).

Though he often suggests that if the news media would do what they’re supposed to, he could get back to “telling fart jokes,” Stewart’s willingness to do battle for overlooked but important causes has made him one of the country’s leading voices for change and ethical political behavior. For example, his persistent advocacy of a bill to provide health care to 9/11 first responders proved extremely influential. “He might prefer a description like ‘advocacy satire,’ ” claim Bill Carter and Brian Stelter (2010), but “what Mr. Stewart engaged in … when he campaigned openly for the passage of the bill … usually goes by the name ‘advocacy journalism.’ ” This advocacy, say Carter and Stelter, make Jon Stewart “the modern-day equivalent of Edward R. Murrow,” a journalist who crusaded for fairness and justice in an era of fear-mongering McCarthyism. One of Stewart’s strategies in advocating for the 9/11 bill was to point out the networks not covering the story. Afterward, many of them carried stories on the bill, some even citing Stewart as the impetus behind their renewed attention (Carter and Stelter 2010).

Though he isn’t known first and foremost as an author, Stewart has authored/coauthored three best-selling books. His first, Naked Pictures of Famous People (1998), is a collection of satirical essays, interviews, letters, and journal entries supposedly written by celebrities. The book opens with a piece titled “Breakfast at Kennedy’s,” written from the perspective of a boarding school chum of John F. Kennedy. This unfortunate chum is “the only Jew” at the school, one from a modest middle-class household. Nonetheless, he has a car, so Kennedy (Jack) invites him to drive the gang to the Kennedy compound in Hyannis for spring break. Throughout the piece the Kennedy men are depicted as strong, powerful, heavy-drinking, womanizing bullies. So enthralled is the narrator by the glamour of Kennedy kinship, he doesn’t seem to notice their horrible behavior. By the time he returns to school, the young narrator has been starved, beaten, and humiliated by the Kennedys. Stewart’s central target here, though, isn’t the Kennedys. Rather, the target of this scathing satire is the narrator himself, for no matter how terribly he’s treated, he continues to revere the Kennedys. A representative of the American public and its media, the narrator has such adulation for power and wealth that he’s unable to hold the powerful and wealthy accountable for their actions, no matter how heinous.

This same theme makes another appearance in Naked Pictures, this time in a mock interview titled “Adolf Hitler: The Larry King Interview.” In the interview, Hitler is more or less forgiven for his leading role in an attempted genocide, for, as he puts it, “I was a bad guy. No question. I hate that Hitler. The yelling, the finger pointing, I don’t know … I was a very angry guy” (141). From this point in the interview, King treats him sympathetically, and lest we miss the satire here, Stewart opens the interview with an indictment of the media’s willingness to forgive and forget absolutely any mistake, crime, or blunder. He writes, “There is little a tearful mea culpa on 60 Minutes or a tell-all confession in the pages of People magazine won’t rectify” (139).

Though Naked Pictures contains some rather sober reflections on the current state of the media and entertainment, some of the book’s inclusions are more silly than insightful. Stewart includes a series of hostile and bizarre Christmas letters from Eileen Hanson, the mother of the brother boy band the Hansons. He also includes a gratuitously funny piece called “Martha Stewart’s Vagina,” as well as a moronic series of letters to Mother Teresa written from the perspective of Lady Diana. In these cases Stewart seems at pains to show irreverence for revered persons and endeavors, though he potentially includes a sincere indictment by implying that real human bravery, strength, and altruism such as Mother Teresa’s cannot be understood by the frivolous masses, and that the masses would as soon canonize a ridiculous boy band as a genuine saint.

Like his first book, Stewart’s other two bestsellers are funny, irreverent, and contain biting truths. Unlike his first book, the others are collaborations, written by a collection of Daily Show staff, writers, and correspondents as well as Stewart. The first, America (The Book): A Citizen’s Guide to Democracy Inaction (2004), is written in the form of a history textbook. Much of America is a satirical look at U.S. government, attacking such things as the Electoral College and the Supreme Court’s power (and age). Stewart’s latest book, Earth (The Book): A Visitor’s Guide to the Human Race (2010), is a mock tourists’ guide. Written to an imagined audience of alien visitor/invaders, the book purports to explain Earth to extraterrestrials. Like America, this book is a collaborative effort, and with that comes the wit and humor of a number of talented Daily Show staffers. Unfortunately, Stewart’s brilliant voice sometimes gets muted among the cacophony of voices.

Though he’s appeared in a number of films, Stewart has yet to find his niche in Hollywood. He’s been cast as a straight and uptight executive in Big Daddy (Dugan 1999); a high school biology teacher turned alien-possessed monster in The Faculty (Rodriguez 1998); a lover, apparently, in scenes that hit the cutting-room floor in The First Wives Club (Wilson 1996); and an “enhancement smoker” in Half Baked (Davis 1998). The only movie to do him justice was Evan Almighty (Shadyac 2007), where he played himself. Despite his relative lack of success in film, Stewart is not a bad actor. In Big Daddy, he was a perfectly believable and intentionally forgettable straight man to Sandler’s wild and crazy persona. In The Faculty, he was a convincing cool teacher, a smart and compassionate guy from whom teens would no doubt enjoy learning science. Once alien-possessed in the same film, he was frightening enough. Still, something isn’t gelling when Stewart hits the big screen. Perhaps because he’s such an interesting guy—a complex and deep and passionate individual—viewers just can’t enjoy him as anything less. Then, too, there is something so real about Jon Stewart that seeing him pretend to be someone he’s not is just creepy. Stewart isn’t disillusioned about his film career, which he demonstrates by regularly referencing Death to Smoochy (DeVito 2002), easily the biggest flop with which he’s been associated.

Stewart’s cultural influence is profound, for not only is his show a primary news source for millions of Americans, but he’s also become an important political voice, a major conduit of American sentiment, and a valuable fact-checker in a political news environment filled with smoke screens and half-truths. Indeed, Rolling Stone’s Eric Bates more or less equates Stewart with political and cultural salvation, noting, “A desperate and grateful nation turns to Stewart because he does the job the media have abdicated: combing the public record to hold politicians and journalists accountable for their own words” (2011, 46). Though his lasting cultural import has yet to be determined, there is no question that Stewart has changed American entertainment and media in profound ways.

Cammie M. Sublette
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STEWART, MARTHA (1941–)

If you have ever wondered how to make ice cream cupcakes, fold bunny shaped napkins, start your own herb garden or organize your closets, Martha Stewart has your answers. Known as the queen of domestic arts and referred to by Oprah Winfrey as “the icon of good taste” (2000, n.p.). Martha Stewart has not only forever changed American entertainment, but she has also had a profound impact on American culture.

As a multimedia lifestyle entrepreneur, Stewart has experienced incredible success in several areas of entertainment including publishing, television, radio, and the Internet. Her hard work, ambition, and taste grew her media and merchandising empire into a billion-dollar company within only 17 years of her first book, Entertaining, being published in 1982. Her success has made her a role model for women. A shrewd businesswoman, she epitomizes the twenty-first-century woman. Through her accomplishments in business, she has shown that women can have it all, beauty and brains. She personifies the American Dream and is proof of what can be achieved through hard work.

Martha Stewart has forever changed how we view the domestic arts. She is more than an entertainer, she is a teacher. As Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking turned the drudgery of meal preparation into an enjoyable and often artistic experience, Stewart accomplished a similar feat in the area of domestic advice. She has changed the way Americans look at cooking, decoration, gardening, entertaining, crafts, DIY projects, pets, weddings, and many other areas. Who she is and what she has achieved go beyond the public persona she has so carefully crafted. Her name alone evokes images of style, elegance, and class. Occasionally the recipient of scathing criticism, many people love to hate Martha, but many more simply love her.
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Martha Stewart, n.d. (Shutterstock)

Born Martha Kostyra on August 3, 1941, in Jersey City, New Jersey, Martha was the second of six children. At the age of three, her family relocated to Nutley, New Jersey, a small suburban town 15 miles west of New York City. At the age of 13, she started working as a model and appeared in fashion shows and TV and print advertisements. One of her better-known appearances took place at the age of 15 when she was featured in a Unilever Lifebuoy soap commercial in which she played a young married woman.

After high school, Martha attended Barnard College in New York City. Her education was paid for through a combination of scholarships and the money she made working as a model. While attending Barnard, she met her future husband, Andrew Stewart, who was at the time a law student at Yale University. The two married in 1961 during her sophomore year. She went on to graduate in 1963 with a dual bachelor’s degree in European history and architectural history. On September 27, 1965, the Stewarts celebrated the birth of their only daughter, Alexis.

The Stewarts relocated to Middlefield, Massachusetts, and purchased a run-down nineteenth-century house that had no running water or plumbing. This house would be Martha’s first foray into renovation design as she oversaw all of the work to restore the property. By 1968, desiring some business success, the family relocated back to New York City. Martha took and passed the New York stockbrokers exam, and she was on her way to becoming a rarely found female broker in an overwhelmingly male-centered industry. She accepted a job with the firm Monness, Williams, and Sidel and became a success in the financial world. But, growing tired of city life, in 1973 the Stewarts decided to relocate to Westport, Connecticut, where they purchased a farmhouse on Turkey Hill Road, another run-down renovation project.

One day, Martha decided to turn her efforts to gourmet cooking. She self-trained using Julia Child’s book Mastering the Art of French Cooking, and by the late 1970s started a small catering business called Uncatered Affair with her friend Norma Collier. She spent her time catering parties and teaching cooking classes. In typical Martha fashion, she desired more and decided to expand her interests by running an upscale food business called Market Basket, for which she hired women to prepare food at their homes for resale in the shop. She eventually grew these ventures into a successful million-dollar company she named Martha Stewart Inc.

By 1977, Martha’s husband Andrew had left the field of law and was working in publishing as an executive at Harry N. Abrams, a well-known publishing house in New York City. He had hired his wife to cater a book release party, where she was approached by Alan Mirken, who was the president of Crown Publishing Group. Having attended several parties catered by Stewart, Mirken was impressed and contracted her to write a cookbook based on her recipes. This book became her first; Entertaining was released on December 13, 1982. It contained 300 recipes, 500 photographs, and was filled with ideas on how to properly entertain guests. The book was an immediate success and became the launching pad for her entertainment career. Martha herself described the book launch as a “big, big turning point” in her career. Quickly capitalizing on the success of the first book and seeking to build her name as a brand and household name, she published several more books about cooking; Martha Stewart’s Quick Cook (1983), Martha Stewart’s Hors D’oeuvres (1984), and Martha Stewart’s Pies and Tarts (1985), and she later further expanded into weddings with the publication of Weddings (1987) and The Wedding Planner (1988). Since the publication of these initial books, Martha and her staff have continued to steadily release books on all aspects of cooking, décor, gardening, and entertaining, and she has even provided business advice and shared the secrets to her success in The Martha Rules: 10 Essentials for Achieving Success as You Start, Build, or Manage a Business (2005). In 2007, Clarkson Potter, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, and Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia Inc. announced a 10-book collaboration over five years, which later expanded to 12 books. In November 2008, Martha Stewart’s Cooking School, a book with lessons, techniques, and recipes debuted on the New York Times Best Seller List. Her list of best-selling titles continues to grow, and some of her more popular books include Martha Stewart’s Cooking School, Martha Stewart’s Homekeeping Handbook, and Martha Stewart’s Baking Handbook. Stewart has published over 70 books, and Clarkson Potter has stated as of 2011 that there are over 20 million copies of her books in print.

After experiencing her first successes in publishing books, Stewart pursued her desire to expand into the magazine industry. She approached several publishers, who declined to offer her a deal, but she was persistent and eventually convinced Time Inc. to print a two-issue test of Martha Stewart Living magazine in 1990 and 1991. The response from this test was good enough for the company to sign her to a magazine publishing deal, committing to six issues per year. The magazine quickly became a success and has been recognized as a distinguished lifestyle magazine, winning three National Magazine Awards given by the American Society of Magazine Editors (ASME). Martha Stewart Living has also received 165 Society of Publication Designers (SPD) Awards and the Acres of Diamonds Awards for Magazine Development.

Based on the success of Martha Stewart Living and desiring continued expansion, she launched Martha Stewart Weddings magazine in 1994. An annual publication, this magazine targets upscale brides. In 2005, it received the ASME’s National Magazine Award for General Excellence and has been the number one wedding magazine on newsstands since 2006. Another venture, Everyday Food magazine, was launched in 2003. It is a digest-sized magazine targeted at grocery store shoppers who are interested in quick and easy recipes. In 2004, Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia Inc. also acquired Body + Soul magazine, which focuses on healthy living and fitness.

To build up publicity for her magazine after first launching Martha Stewart Living, Stewart was making appearances every other week on The Today Show, where she discussed topics such as cooking, entertaining, and gardening. These appearances allowed her to expand beyond the confines of publishing and reach out to wider audiences. Her book tours also led to guest appearances on television shows like The Oprah Winfrey Show. Experiencing the power of television, Stewart was convinced her next step was into broadcasting. In 1992, she launched her own weekly half-hour syndicated show based on her magazine content. This show would later expand to a full-hour, daily format by 1997. By 2005, capitalizing on the success of another magazine, the Everyday Food television program launched on PBS in 2005. Both programs have been highly acclaimed for both their content and production values. In 2010, The Martha Stewart Show won a daytime Emmy Award for Outstanding Lifestyle/Culinary Host Program. This was the 16th Emmy Award bestowed on one of Martha’s shows for a range of achievements including Art Direction, Outstanding Service Show, Outstanding Service Show-Host, Photography and Directing. Overall, Stewart’s shows have received over 80 Emmy nominations among numerous other awards like the James Beard Foundation Awards received in 1998, 2003, and 2005 for Best National Cooking Segment.

An expert in leveraging her existing achievements, such as how her television shows built on the success of her magazines that were forged from the success of her books, Stewart followed the same recipe for success during her foray into the medium of radio. In 1998, askMartha, a newspaper column that was syndicated in 212 papers, was utilized to create a corresponding 90-second Ask Martha radio segment that was broadcast on 135 stations across the country. Then, in 2005, Martha Stewart Living Radio launched on Sirius Satellite Radio. There, she continued her Ask Martha show, where fans called in to talk to her live on the air. She answered questions about cooking, entertaining, gardening, home keeping, and a variety of other topics. Further expanding her radio domain, Stewart’s holdings extended to include other programs focused on lifestyle topics such as Cooking Today, Ask Marc the Petkeeper, Ask Martha’s Vet with Dr. Marty Goldstein, Home Design with Kevin Sharkey, and more.

With a keen eye for business and always looking for new ways to reach her audiences, provide good entertainment and valuable information, Stewart and the Internet have become a perfect match. She once again leveraged her existing infrastructure to build some of the most popular websites in the world. These include her flagship website MarthaStewart.com as well as other sites such as MarthaStewartWeddings.com and WholeLiving.com. She has fully embraced all areas of new technology, and her legions of loyal followers have proven they can’t get enough of her. MarthaStewart.com attracts nearly four million unique visitors each month seeking recipes, entertaining tips, and how-to instructional videos. On the social media site Twitter, she has nearly two and a half million followers, having reached over one million followers within her first five months online. On Facebook, she has over 350,000 fans. For two-way interaction, Stewart has created TheMarthaBlog.com where fans can experience all things Martha. The site includes information on the usual Stewart topics such as entertaining, collecting, gardens, pets, holidays and more. But it also includes sections with personal thoughts and reflections, photos, and even a blog following the adventures of her two French bulldogs, Francesca and Sharkey. In 2011, in a cross-platform approach, Martha Stewart Living magazine and Everyday Food magazine launched digital editions available for the Apple iPad. Later that year, several mobile applications were launched including Martha Stewart Cocktails app, Everyday Food app, Smoothies app, and the Martha Stewart makes Cookies app.

From books to magazines, television, radio, and the Internet, Martha Stewart has built a media empire. After the success of her initial books, she joined forces with Time Inc. in 1990 to develop her magazine business. Due to the success of this business, a subsidiary company called Martha Stewart Living Enterprises was created. By 1996, the company had a staff of 140 people. Desiring full control of her brand and business with an eye toward future growth, Stewart wanted a company of her own. In 1997, with the assistance of her friend and business partner Sharon Patrick, she acquired a majority interest in her company and renamed it Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia.

It was this control and consolidation of interests that allowed each business venture to fully benefit from the other. It was not just the media and entertainment holdings on their own. This consolidation included the merchandising efforts that, through partnerships with companies like Kmart, provided a cross promotional strategy to sell the products featured in her books, magazines, TV, radio, and online. In 1987, she had become a spokesperson for Kmart, promoting their kitchen and bath products and her Martha Stewart’s Everyday line of products. This relationship gave her more television and print presence, continued to establish her as an expert in many areas, and allowed her to sell a series of how-to videos that she filmed independently. The relationship between Stewart and Kmart endured over two decades and was the platform for her successful merchandising business today. This business has expanded to include Martha Stewart Living home-improvement products at The Home Depot, Martha Stewart Collection merchandise at Macy’s, Martha Stewart Home Office at Staples, Martha Stewart Crafts at Michael’s stores and Jo-Ann Fabric and Craft stores, and other Martha Stewart branded ventures including pets, carpets, and weddings. In 2006, Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia announced a partnership with homebuilder KB Home and unveiled their first cobranded housing community outside Raleigh, North Carolina. In 2008, a key acquisition for the company was made when it acquired the Emeril Lagasse franchise, including television programming, cookbooks, Internet, licensed kitchen products, and food products.

On October 19, 2009, Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia Inc. went public. With an initial offer price of $18.00 per share, by the end of the first day of trading, the stock price closed at $35.52, and Stewart became an instant paper billionaire. Having found a place to bring together all of her interests, the company became a huge success. Unfortunately for her, as much as people love stories about underdogs achieving success or how through hard work anyone can experience the American Dream, they also love a good scandal.

On June 4, 2003, the Securities and Exchange Commission filed securities fraud charges against Stewart and her former stockbroker Peter Bacanovic. The allegations stated that on the advice of Bacanovic, who was operating with inside information, she sold her 3,928 shares of biopharmaceutical company Imclone Systems Inc., avoiding a loss of $45,673. The indictment included charges of securities fraud, obstruction of justice, conspiracy, and making false statements to prosecutors and the FBI. Due to these charges, Stewart stepped down as chairman and CEO of Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia. In 2004, she was convicted of obstruction of justice and making false statements, for which she served five months in the federal minimum-security women’s prison in Alderson, West Virginia, from October 2004 to March 2005. Her prison time was followed by five months of house arrest that she served at her 150+-acre farm in Bedford, New York. Although there was speculation that the scandal would ruin her empire and personal image, Stewart emerged stronger than ever. She launched a comeback highlighted by a new one-hour talk show simply named Martha and a role on Donald Trump’s NBC reality show Celebrity Apprentice.

Through it all, Martha Stewart has become one of the most influential people in the entertainment history. Her keen business sense allowed her to create a billion-dollar company with a diverse range of offerings from merchandising to all areas of media including books, magazines, television, radio, and the Internet. Her strategy of linking business interests was a hugely successful business model, and she has branded her name so well that it is now commonplace in every American home and beyond. She is associated with being both a hardworking businesswoman and an expert on all things dealing with the home, the cultural implications of her success shattering traditionally feminine stereotypes. She has proven that women can have both brains and beauty. She is a model for how boundaries can be broken and success can be achieved. But she didn’t simply break into a traditionally “man’s world.” No longer are cooking, gardening, and maintaining a home viewed as chores. She raised the level of homemaking to an art form that can be viewed as a source of both pleasure and pride.

Throughout her rise, Martha has endured an often hefty amount of criticism. Rumors about her being a harsh businessperson, an uncaring mother, or over-demanding boss have swirled throughout the press. Often approached through humor, these commentaries peaked during the ImClone Systems financial scandals when she made an easy target for the late-night television comedians. Conan O’Brien joked “now that Martha Stewart is out of jail, she’s going to go back to writing a monthly column for her magazine. This month’s column explains how to hot-glue seashells to your electronic ankle bracelet” (“Jailhouse …” 2005). The Tonight Show host Jay Leno joked on his program that “Martha Stewart is now under house arrest. So she’ll go to her $40 million 153-acre estate. So she’s going from the big house to an even bigger house” (“Jailhouse …” 2005). Despite being the object of ridicule, Stewart has maintained her image throughout her troubled times, moved past those challenges, and designed a comeback as only she can.

Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia continues to dominate the marketplace of “how-to” information. As of 2012, her media business continues to publish four magazines, Martha Stewart Living, Everyday Food, Martha Stewart Weddings, and Whole Living (formerly Body + Soul). Her book publishing deal with Clarkson Potter lasts through 2016, and her websites, digital magazines, and applications continue to experience exceptional growth. She continues to star in The Martha Stewart show airing on the Hallmark Channel alongside many other programs she owns such as Emeril’s Table, Mad Hungry with Lucinda Scala Quinn, Petkeeping with Marc Morrone, and others. Her Sirius XM channel offers listeners information 24 hours a day, seven days a week, and her merchandising efforts continue to announce new ventures and areas of expansion.

Martha Stewart started life as an ordinary Polish American girl from Nutley, New Jersey. She capitalized on the home skills like gardening, cooking, and sewing she learned from her mother as well as her home renovation projects and early business ventures. She has positively influenced the lives of millions of people. Entertaining, teaching, and inspiring all at the same time, Martha Stewart has become an entertainment icon.

Evan L. Kropp
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SULLIVAN, ED (1901–1974)

To tell the story of The Ed Sullivan Show is to tell the story of mid-twentieth-century American popular culture. The groundbreaking program debuted in 1948 during network television’s very first season and would remain on air for a remarkable 23 years. For more than 1,000 Sunday nights, Ed Sullivan presented a wide-ranging lineup of juggling acts and opera, trained poodles and fine artists, appealing to the broad tastes of the democratic masses. His show not only entertained the American public for almost a quarter century, but moved with them throughout the conservative postwar era and into the tumultuous 1970s, challenging barriers of class, race, and politics in a national arena. The 10,000 variety acts that Sullivan handpicked and presented now constitute our most extensive video archive of midcentury popular entertainment and function as a veritable time capsule of American history. Some of these, like appearances by Elvis Presley and the Beatles, have become iconic television milestones. However, in addition to presenting mainstream fare, The Ed Sullivan Show steadfastly championed minority performance, international avant-gardism, and progressive politics in the midst of rampant Cold War conservatism and the contentious civil rights era, becoming one of the first programs to exploit television’s role as a powerful political platform and social forum. The show’s resultant popularity and Sullivan’s increasing sociopolitical influence cast him as television’s most loved showman, wielding extraordinary clout as a major gatekeeper of twentieth-century American popular culture.

The Ed Sullivan Show’s June 20, 1948, premiere was shortly preceded by the television debuts of Arthur Godfrey—a folksy radio personality turned TV megastar—and Milton Berle—whose raucous comedy-variety show Texaco Star Theatre garnered huge ratings to secure him the title of “Mr. Television.” The combined popularity of Sullivan, Godfrey, and Berle, along with made-for-TV spectacles like roller derby and professional wrestling, transformed television from a mere technological novelty into a must-have household commodity. Between 1948 and 1951, national television set ownership soared from 250,000 to 12 million. Ed Sullivan’s particular brand of “everyman” personality spoke to the sensibilities of the vast middle class and contributed to the growing sense of national solidarity that was emerging during television’s inception era. Always employing a family mentality that delivered a wholesome and clean brand of entertainment, Sullivan booked his show with performances by the hundreds of vaudeville performers that had been displaced with the coming of television. New York’s Palace Theatre—a bastion of the national vaudeville circuit during its heyday—had closed its doors just a decade before Sullivan’s debut, leaving the vaudeville infrastructure largely intact for resurrection on the television stage.
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Ed Sullivan, 1972. (AP Photo/Jerry Mosey)

Television’s status as the technology that “killed vaudeville” triggered widespread fear and loathing among film, radio, and legitimate theatre moguls. Rather than play into this paranoia, Sullivan exploited television’s potential to serve as a friend to these industries and instigated the now ubiquitous practice of plugging films, radio programs, and stage shows via televised celebrity endorsements. The Ed Sullivan Show thus emerged as an important publicity machine, enjoying somewhat exclusive access to film stars like James Cagney, Fred Astaire, and Gloria Swanson; radio personalities like Bob Hope; and popular song writers like Cole Porter, who sought airtime for self-promotional purposes. These big ticket performances by established celebrities were paired with Ed’s uncanny eye for recognizing up-and-coming talent, resulting in countless early “discoveries” of future entertainment icons like Carol Burnett, Dean Martin, and Jerry Lewis.

The Ed Sullivan Show also introduced home viewers to an array of technical innovations that shaped the aesthetic of early television. Several of these, like the split screen and rear-screen projection, are ubiquitous today. Most significantly, the program featured prominent close-ups of its studio audience, highlighting celebrity attendees alongside average fans. These detailed audience shots implicated living room viewers in a crowd mentality that fostered a sense of community around Sullivan’s role as popular cultural ringmaster. His calls for applause and participation established a simultaneous rapport with the live studio audience and millions of long-distance spectators, all of whom felt acknowledged by his endearing attentions. In an era before television production was diffused among hordes of behind-the-scenes workers, Sullivan can be credited with having a hand in all aspects of his show’s production—from curating the talent lineups to perfecting filmic strategies to serving as master of ceremonies. The Ed Sullivan Show indelibly bears the trace of his signature.

Ed Sullivan was born on September 28, 1901, in Harlem, New York, and spent the early years of his childhood engrossed with the endless parade of performers that cycled through the local vaudeville houses. He and his eight siblings were eventually relocated to a Port Chester suburb, where they continued to enjoy access to the bustling culture of New York City, but were also ensconced within a more conservative Irish, Italian, and German immigrant community. Sullivan fondly recalled this balanced mix of urban flash and rural tradition as the key to his later success as a spokesman for the regionally, economically, ethnically, and ideologically diverse American public. Sullivan would remain a New Yorker for the rest of his life, moving in and out of upscale Manhattan hotels with his wife, Sylvia, and daughter, Betty, before establishing permanent residence in the ritzy Park Avenue Delmonico. The Sullivans’ suite would become the veritable hub of American popular culture throughout the midcentury, hosting a who’s who of the nation’s most celebrated talents as they flocked to Ed’s now-legendary living room to bargain for time on the national stage.

Sullivan began his career in earnest as a young sportswriter for the Daily News, enjoying a lifestyle that allowed him to hobnob with the heroes of golden age sporting that he so admired. Many of these athletes, like Joe DiMaggio and Jack Dempsey, counted themselves among his closest acquaintances and would later appear on television waving fondly from The Ed Sullivan Show’s studio audience. The Daily News quickly recognized Sullivan’s talents and promoted him to Broadway columnist. He was inducted into the whirlwind world of New York theater during its glittering pinnacle years, where he moved freely between high society circles at late-night dinner soirees. Lacking the journalistic dexterity to compete with rival newspaperman Walter Winchell (whose snappy “Winchellisms” were widely celebrated), Sullivan nevertheless established himself as an authoritative gossipmonger with his wildly popular column “Little Old New York.” The lifelong feud between Winchell and Sullivan is now the stuff of legend, spawning scores of tales about purported confrontations that may or may not have occurred behind closed doors in high-class haunts like the Stork Club and El Morocco during the 1930s. Needless to say, Winchell was quickly overshadowed when Sullivan’s star began to rise, the balance of media power decidedly shifting to favor television.

In the spring of 1948, Sullivan and his small production crew took up residence in CBS Studio 50, a converted theatre stage at Broadway and 53rd, now the site of the eponymous Ed Sullivan Theatre. Initially hired on only a temporary basis, Sullivan was unpopular with CBS executives, including impresario William S. Paley, who wanted to replace him as quickly as possible with a more experienced and telegenic emcee. Indeed, critics slandered Sullivan, harshly comparing him to “a statue,” “a sleepwalker,” and “a man sucking a lemon.” While this type of insult would continue to be levied throughout his career, and become the source of endless on-air jokes, it ended up being this very aloofness that proved endearing to audiences who were charmed by his average, neighborly appearance and demeanor. Sullivan ultimately exploited his less-than-charismatic personality, encouraging impersonators like Will Jordan, Rich Little, and Johnny Carson to imitate him on the show. As a result, his stooped posture, bugged eyes, and muffled vocal intonation became memorialized in an enduring caricature that persists to this day.

Although his own stage presence may have been less than impressive, Sullivan had a remarkable knack for recognizing the talents of others. He intuitively responded to the wants of the American public, filling his programs with diverse entertainment lineups that provided something for everyone. A regular Sullivan hour might include a theatrical reading, a vaudeville performance, a stand-up comedian, a popular singer, a novelty act, and a kid-friendly puppet show. Several of these kiddie acts have proved to be the most enduring legacy of The Ed Sullivan Show, as the baby boomer generation affectionately recalls Señor Wences—a comedian with an exaggerated Spanish accent and a lipsticked hand puppet, Velvel—a Yiddish ventriloquist’s dummy, and Topo Gigio—an Italian rubber mouse who famously proclaimed, “Kees-a-me goo’ night, Eddie.” The number of performers that rose to international stardom following their introduction on The Ed Sullivan Show was phenomenal, leading the program to become the most sought-after performance venue for midcentury entertainers. Ed Sullivan became America’s starmaker.

This profound level of cultural influence was famously demonstrated on September 8, 1956, when Elvis Presley appeared on Sullivan’s stage. Initially wary of Presley’s deviant reputation, Sullivan succumbed to booking the rock-and-roll sensation after witnessing the publicity surrounding his controversial appearances on rival television programs The Dorsey Brothers Stage Show, The Steve Allen Show, and The Buick-Berle Show. Although Elvis had been introduced to the public via television these three times prior, it was ultimately Sullivan’s endorsement that secured Elvis’s place in popular culture history. Outraged by his frenetic hip movements, censors and sponsors required that Elvis reign in his risqué behavior, a demand that Sullivan expertly negotiated by rerouting the singer’s image to appeal to both the ecstatic youth demographic and their more conservative parents. Following his performance, Elvis was commended by America’s most trusted tastemaker when Ed Sullivan announced before 60 million viewers, or 83 percent of the national public, that he was “a real fine boy.” The impact of Sullivan’s seal of approval cannot be underestimated when considering the history of rock and roll—The Ed Sullivan Show effectively bridged the growing generation gap and inducted adolescent culture into the mainstream. Following the Elvis episodes, Sullivan would go on to feature a dizzying array of young musicians like Janis Joplin, the Dave Clark Five, Creedence Clearwater Revival, the Animals, the Mamas and the Papas, the Lovin’ Spoonful, and Ed’s personal favorite, the Supremes, who appeared on the show 15 times.

Pleased with the success of the Elvis performances, Sullivan’s interest was piqued when he witnessed a mob of fans storming a Heathrow Airport terminal to catch a glimpse of their favorite new rock group, the Beatles. Sullivan signed the group for three consecutive Sunday shows in February 1964, racking up another popular cultural milestone when 73 million Americans tuned in to see the Beatles perform “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” which rapidly rose to #1 in the charts. Now-iconic televised images of hysterical teenage girls marked the beginning of the British Invasion. An astounding 49,397 requests for studio audience tickets poured in for the next week’s show, and the live performance was nearly delayed by an impenetrable wall of hopeful fans attempting to squeeze into the 703-seat auditorium. Policemen stood by while the Beatles played “She Loves You” amidst the chaos. The group maintained a close working relationship with Sullivan, providing promotional clips of new releases for exclusive airing on The Ed Sullivan Show throughout the rest of the decade.

While he is perhaps best remembered for making rock and roll “safe” for the American public, Sullivan also engaged in remarkably progressive race politics. Despite his old-fashioned sensibilities and relatively conservative image, Sullivan was an important voice for liberal America throughout his career as a journalist and a television personality. As such, The Ed Sullivan Show became one of the earliest and most potent demonstrations of television’s political function. Sullivan sought talent alone: his show was booked regardless of ethnicity, providing equal access for minority performers during one of the most exclusionary periods in entertainment history. While a select few black performers like Sammy Davis Jr. and Louis Armstrong were granted access to mainstream entertainment platforms in the postwar years, Sullivan presented more black performers to the American public than any other showman in entertainment history and even hosted a special R&B hour as early as 1955. As a result of the adverse political climate at the time, Sullivan was roundly criticized in the popular press for shaking Nat King Cole’s hand and kissing Pearl Bailey on live television, causing his sponsor to balk. Nevertheless, he vehemently resisted these criticisms and continued to book an array of now-legendary performers like Lena Horne, Aretha Franklin, James Brown, Duke Ellington, Bo Diddley, Moms Mabley, Ethel Waters, and Pigmeat Markham.

Sullivan’s many and deliberate attempts to encourage progressive politics extended to include his attentions to international acts and a broad sampling of high cultural fare like opera, ballet, and dramatic readings. Not only did Sullivan’s penchant for the high arts impose an interesting dialogue between popular and elite cultures, it also introduced these art forms to rural audience members who were geographically and economically denied access to urban mass amusements. As a result of his diligence and commitment to the classical arts, despite the somewhat lower ratings that accompanied these performances, we now have a visual archive of acts that, for the most part, are otherwise completely unrecorded. These include operatic pieces by Maria Callas, dances by the Moiseyev Ballet, artistic demonstrations by Salvador Dali, and Broadway performances by Richard Burton and Julie Andrews. While many of these cultural acts were featured on contemporaneous programs like Alistair Cooke’s Omnibus, Sullivan presented his stars without pretension, casually proclaiming his democratic outlook toward culture with statements like “Next week, the Beatles and the Pieta!” Sullivan’s cultural open-mindedness was, in fact, so great as to merit his being summoned to testify against Federal Communications Commission chairman Newton Minow’s infamous declaration that commercial television was nothing more than a “vast wasteland.” Sullivan confidently called for attention to be shifted away from disparaging television and redirected more productively toward considerations of the ways in which quality content could be offered in dialogue with, rather than in spite of, lowbrow entertainment.

After 1960, Sullivan’s health began to decline following decades of strenuous professional exertion. Bob Precht, his son-in-law, assumed a coproducer’s role and began to lend The Ed Sullivan Show a noticeably more contemporary attitude and aesthetic. In reaction to an onslaught of increasingly up-tempo and politically relevant new variety programming like The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour and The Carol Burnett Show, Precht angled the program to privilege more youth-oriented rock-and-roll culture. While this strategy extended the longevity of the show’s run, Sullivan was clearly less than enthusiastic about appearing onstage alongside performers that were increasingly disengaged from the tradition of wholesome American entertainment championed by his old friends from vaudeville. The host’s awkwardness and reticence extended to the program’s older and more conservative demographic with whom he had, by this point, a 20-year rapport. The rise of rock and roll ultimately sounded the death knell of the classic television variety show.

In an effort to resuscitate stagnating lineups in the 1971 season, the major networks cancelled many of their highest-rated shows like The Beverly Hillbillies, The Andy Griffith Show, and Lassie to make way for new series like All in the Family and The Mary Tyler Moore Show that were aimed at an upwardly mobile urban youth demographic. The Ed Sullivan Show, dwindling in the ratings, was also axed to make way for a new era marked by more culturally prescient variety programming like The Sonny and Cher Show, Laugh-In, and The Flip Wilson Show. A rather devastated Sullivan, by this point racked by frailty and memory loss, refused to host a celebratory farewell episode and retreated somberly to his suite at the Delmonico. Just three years after his cancellation, Sullivan died of esophageal cancer on October 13, 1974. More than 3,000 fans attended the funeral to pay tribute to Ed Sullivan’s quarter-century engagement as national curator of culture.

Laura LaPlaca
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TARANTINO, QUENTIN (1963–)

A large part of filmmaker Quentin Tarantino’s charm (and arguably, a large part of his critical and commercial success) is the joy with which he blends genres, characters, and cultures. Obviously, other directors have been influenced by previous visionaries, but Tarantino’s films changed the world by effectively letting the audience in on the joke. While such a “meta” nature is present in all of his films, this phenomenon is perhaps most obvious in the Kill Bill films (2003 and 2004), which blend the obvious layer of inspiration from Japanese revenge films with an amazing, hodge-podge collection of other genres and tropes, from the head-to-head nature of spaghetti westerns to the more obvious kung-fu overtones. Rather than try to cleverly hide these influences, Tarantino flaunts them, going so far as to cast as the titular Bill with David Carradine, star of the 1970s TV show Kung Fu. This act alone points to many of the clever layers of Tarantino’s filmmaking, in that it effectively references his earlier work (in Pulp Fiction [1994], Samuel L. Jackson’s Jules, when pondering other career options, opined that he might “walk the earth, like Caine from Kung Fu”—Carradine’s role), allowing the audience to take pleasure in their similarities in taste. While many directors put forth films as inscrutable art and leave the audience to puzzle out the hidden meanings, Tarantino revels in showing the various ingredients of his latest cinematic potion, like a magician who visually reassures the audience of the authenticity of his latest amazing act, which allows them to actively participate in the cross-cultural synthesis he is creating.

While Tarantino’s characters are arguably most known for dialogue that mixes grindhouse cheekiness with hilariously mundane moments—as perhaps most famously in Pulp Fiction when Vincent and Jules oscillate from discussing the international distinctions of McDonald’s dishes to the most pragmatic way to clean blood and brains from the backseat of a car—Tarantino-as-storyteller is most known for his use of nonlinear narrative. This method, in which the events of the film are told outside of strictly chronological order, was certainly not invented by Tarantino; it was a powerful tool for surrealists such as Salvador Dali as far back as 1929 (and for literary modernists even earlier), and its torch would be carried throughout the years by a number of different directors, from Andy Warhol to Woody Allen to Robert Altman. Obviously, this begs the question: Why is Tarantino most known for a style that had been in use for over half a century before he unveiled pulp hit Reservoir Dogs (1992)? One answer is that, simply put, he was able to use nonlinear narrative in a creative manner that held the audience’s attention throughout. Earlier artists—particularly Dali—were often more interested in expression than narrative, meaning that their politics-laden artistic films were not always successful at conveying a true narrative alongside their expressive statements. Later directors were more deft in its use, especially those working in the classical 1940s and early 1950s films noir that Tarantino often cites, but audiences were soon turned off from the most common use of nonlinear narrative: the humble flashback. In retrospect, the reason for this is quite simple; rather than being used as a tool to tell a different kind of narrative, flashbacks became associated (perhaps unfairly) in the mind of the audience with a kind of lazy storytelling—a way to avoid the more difficult task of creating a cohesive narrative by slowing the film down and providing a flashback to provide exposition and background on the story. Therefore, while the tools were in place for using nonlinear narrative effectively, Tarantino had his work cut out for him: namely, to provide a nonlinear film that still possessed a gripping narrative hook, that did not sacrifice pace for cheap flashbacks, and that helped to tell the kind of story that a linear narrative is unable to tell.
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Quentin Tarantino, 1995. (AP Photo/Mike Fiala)

Fortunately for both Tarantino and his audience, he was able to accomplish these difficult tasks in Reservoir Dogs. The beginning of the film provides an immediate study in what would come to be known as Tarantino’s trademark quirkiness, juxtaposing a simple diner breakfast scene (neither the setting nor “event” typically associated with a heist film) with the immediate curiosity the audience feels concerning the use of aliases in the film. As they leave the diner, though, the audience is comforted: the team is already assembled, and now the heist is expected to begin. While this in itself is somewhat unusual (obviously, the heist itself typically serves as the climax of a heist movie, from the grindhouse fare that motivates Tarantino to lighter movies such as Ocean’s Eleven (Soderbergh 2001), there is still the expectation for the film to follow the typical heist trope, an expectation that is shattered by the next scene, in which the heist has gone wrong, and the would-be robbers, some shaken, one shot, try to uncover what happened. This is a clever use of nonlinear storytelling on Tarantino’s part, as the audience sympathy with these violent characters that was partially fostered during the breakfast scene in the diner switches to outright empathy. The characters, after all, are trying to figure out what went wrong with their perfect plan. The audience, expecting a typical cinematic heist, is equally befuddled, helpless as Tarantino plays fast-and-loose with their expectations. Meanwhile, Tarantino-as-director has succeeded in finding a more novel use for nonlinear storytelling: by refusing to show the exact details of the bungled robbery, he helps to create an atmosphere of confusion within the audience that parallels that of his characters, creating a more frank and believable scenario than linear narratives could. After all, had the audience been privy to the exact details of the botched heist, they would likely be comparing the character’s reactions to their own (hypothetical) reactions to such a scenario, a natural action that necessarily creates additional distance between the audience and the film. By forcing the audience to simultaneously speculate on what has occurred, a new emotional dynamic between audience and film—and, by extension, director—is created.

One obvious measure of Tarantino’s influence is the increase in high-profile nonlinear films that have been produced since the critical success of Reservoir Dogs and the critical and commercial success of Pulp Fiction. These have included award-winning films such as Social Network (Fincher 2010), Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle 2008), Pan’s Labyrinth (del Toro 2006), and Memento (Nolan 2000), all films that would either not have been made or, at the very least, would have received less regard had Tarantino not proven that nonlinear storytelling was not a matter of choosing to sacrifice one goal for another: directors did not need to lose wide audience appeal in order to create a bold vision, nor did they have to sacrifice the entirety of the narrative in their attempt to modify its structure. Rather, audiences were rapt with attention because Tarantino’s movies (and the subsequent movies inspired by his use of nonlinear storytelling) bordered on interactive, forcing the audience to create causal structures based on hints and clues in each scene. They were no longer passively receiving an entertaining show, which is how audiences perceive even the most heart-pounding summer blockbuster. Rather, they were piecing together events alongside the characters, occasionally feeling a thrill at their knowledge of a future event (for instance, the fate of Travolta’s Pulp Fiction character Vincent after the events that both begin and end the movie, since the nonlinear narrative has already revealed his death).

Like other influential figures, Tarantino’s influence extends far beyond his chosen medium. Hip-hop mogul Jay-Z, for instance, claimed in Interview magazine that he was highly influenced by Tarantino and how he “went back and forth in time,” and that he deliberately incorporated some of these elements into his song “Meet the Parents” (Mitchell 2010, n.p.). Lady Gaga, shock auteur, was visually influenced by Tarantino in her music video for “Telephone,” featuring Beyoncé, from his fondness for diners to the bluntly named “Pussy Wagon” from Kill Bill (Zafar 2010, n.p.). Video game maker Suda 51, part of an industry that has sought to emulate both the style and success of the film industry for many years, claims to have been influenced by Tarantino, using visual references to iconic Tarantino locations in the over-the-top brawling game No More Heroes (East 2012, n.p.). Theater, too, is no exception, with plays such as A Night on the Tiles seeking to bring Tarantino’s quirky criminal verve to its own portrayal of gangsters and other seedy characters. While this is just a small sampling of media that have been influenced by Tarantino, it provides important context for the simple fact that he, like the best influential artists, is influential on a nearly incalculable level, as his own (considerable) native influence is augmented by the influence of other directors, music visionaries, and architects of interactive entertainment.

Reservoir Dogs marked Tarantino’s 1992 debut as director and nonlinear auteur, but it fared poorly at the box office. This is one of many reasons that 1994’s Pulp Fiction came as such a breath of fresh air for audiences who felt that its innovative like had never been seen before. One measure of the film’s success is the positive exposure it gave to its actors, helping to revive the flagging career of John Travolta even as it provided widespread exposure to Samuel L. Jackson and Uma Thurman. All three received Academy Award nominations, and Jackson went on to later become the highest-grossing cinematic actor of all time, something that could never have happened if Pulp Fiction had not raised his status in the eyes of audience from a solid supporting actor to that of a captivating leading man. Uma Thurman was similarly raised from relative obscurity (she was critically favored in Henry and June [Kaufman 1990], but its unfortunate NC-17 rating meant that very few people were either able or willing to see it), as the film helped launch her into stardom even as she continued serving as both actress and inspiration to Tarantino, who would bring her back to wreak bloody vengeance in the Kill Bill films. The influence of the movie extended to actors outside of Tarantino’s loyal following: Robert Koehler, writing for Variety, opined in 2001 that Tarantino had effectively kick-started the now-venerable tradition of larger actors periodically taking roles in smaller films, citing the “watershed moment” when wealthy action star Bruce Willis “opted to play a supporting role as a flummoxed boxer in … Pulp Fiction” (n.p.). This effect ultimately benefits filmmakers and film lovers alike, as it allows stars fresh from their latest blockbusters (or perhaps expensive flops) to take part in the kinds of passion projects that win over audiences and Academy Award voters alike. Filmmakers in turn get to see a higher return on the investment of their movies when stars like Willis (whom Koehler describes as “a full-fledged member of the $20 million club”) deign to grace smaller projects for a fraction of their usual pay. And film lovers get to see their favorite stars, sometimes entertainingly out of their elements. This tradition is now quite common, but it would not have begun without Bruce Willis, who in turn would not have starred in Pulp Fiction without the hypnotic allure of Tarantino’s script.

How best to describe Tarantino’s writing? One word that is often used is “pastiche”—that is, Tarantino’s movies draw from a variety of different sources and influences in order to create something new. The most impressive thing about his synthesis is that he creates something that is both refreshing and, ultimately, whole. While this may seem like a straightforward enough goal, it is easy to imagine how the narrative could have slipped away from Tarantino. After all, he placed himself in direct opposition to linear narrative, which is typically associated with order and structure. It would have been quite easy to veer into a postmodern world of endless relativity, then—a world of both moral and structural chaos, in strict opposition to the linear world that film lovers have come to expect. Instead, as David Blakesly points out in The Terministic Screen: Rhetorical Perspectives on Film, “the characters’ value and redemptive qualities”—that is, the fact that the assorted criminals within Pulp Fiction are shown to be fleshed out, three-dimensional beings—“more thoroughly humanizes the main characters … and thereby undercuts notions of widespread postmodern inhumanity that, for some, the film promotes” (2003, 287). This is important in part because the popularization of nonlinear storytelling was not the only influential effect of Pulp Fiction: in its wake, stories focusing on criminal/gangster characters and the bloody violence associated with them became quite standard for Hollywood. While there is nothing wrong with this in and of itself, it is understandable that some may feel that Tarantino’s experiment in grand pastiche is a kind of exhibitionist nihilism, one that revels in the fact that meaning is a nonexistent fiction that we cobble together each day. However, this is not the truth of Tarantino’s filmmaking. Indeed, it is quite the opposite: he has provided 35mm evidence of the fact that such a pastiche has contributed immense meaning and influence to his own life. For the audience to surrender the hope of such a thing entirely, they must ironically embrace the more linear either/or mentality of something having complete inner meaning or having nothing at all.

Tarantino’s post-Pulp Fiction career has been quite influential as well, sometimes in ways even more distinctive than his earlier work. Jackie Brown (1997), for instance, is sometimes frowned upon (or, depending on taste, lauded) for the simple fact that it is the most linear of Tarantino’s films. However linear the film may be, the director’s trademark cultural synthesis and pastiche of subjects to which he is paying homage is just as heavy offscreen as it is on, even as it was originally intended as a relatively straightforward adaptation of the Elmore Leonard novel Rum Punch. To the author’s delight, Tarantino changed Leonard’s white protagonist Jackie Burke into African American protagonist Jackie Brown. This gave Tarantino an opportunity to explore the phenomenon of America’s so-called blaxpoitation films as well as offer commentary on race. Casting Pam Grier in the titular role effectively allowed Tarantino to do both, as she served as a stark reminder of the existence of blaxpoitation films (as well as their typical subject matter of resistance against white establishment figures) even as he celebrates the cultural legacy of those movies through her presence. That arguably mixed message helps to signify the larger divide of Tarantino’s fan base—while some deplore the movie for being a straightforward adaptation (radical casting decisions aside) that is free of much of Tarantino’s directorial mannerisms, others consider it a rare glimpse into the soul of the director. The need for such a thing is certainly desirable: films are considered extensions of their directors, and when Tarantino deliberately covers his work with a broad range of cultural homage, some critics feel that this disguises the mind and motives of the man himself. Not so in Jackie Brown, in which the usually hyperviolent Tarantino meditates on needless death and the tragedies of a country that grinds both the hope and morality out of individuals until they are willing to blithely commit murder over the paltry sum of $500,000. This, then, is the heart of Tarantino—that the world is both cruel and random, yet that we, individually and collectively, have the ability to change its tragic course and to create some future new meaning from the wreckage of the past.

Critics and fans alike who felt that both hyperviolence and nonlinear storytelling were too noticeably absent in Jackie Brown were rewarded with Tarantino’s follow-up, Kill Bill, a long film ultimately split into two parts. However, it would be unfair to dismiss Kill Bill as nothing but stylish violence—as if Tarantino the director is capable only of swinging between the two extremes of brooding philosophy and frenzied violence. Arguably, Uma Thurman’s character Beatrix Kiddo (known for most of the narrative simply as “The Bride”) represents the difficulty of mediating these emotional extremes for Tarantino, as Kiddo oscillates from being a revenge-seeking assassin to an emotional mother, sometimes in the space of minutes. In fact, it is the ending of Kill Bill: Volume 2 that furthers Tarantino’s solution to this existential conundrum, the same solution that he has alluded to in various modes since at least Pulp Fiction. Namely, that Kiddo need not be defined by others, and need not sacrifice one identity for another—to be a warrior or to be a mother, the conflict of which drives her initial rupture with Bill and his murderous band—but rather, she is capable of embodying both identities at once. Seen through this lens, the hyperviolence of the Kill Bill movies becomes the background against which Tarantino stages the actualization of a woman—specifically, that she must transcend embodying one borrowed identity at a time (The Bride, the mother, and so on) and instead achieve the Jungian wholeness by which she can be anything and everything at once.

While it did not lack for stylish violence, Tarantino’s follow-up, Inglourious Basterds (2009), seemed just as odd a choice as Jackie Brown had previously—an unconventional follow-up to a well-known hit. Following a group of battle-hardened Jewish soldiers, Tarantino’s violent attempt to write (or perhaps rewrite) history was most shocking in the happier details of the bittersweet ending: while some of the soldiers are lost in their fight against Nazis, the information from corrupt Nazi officials allows the upper echelons of the Nazi command structure to be consumed in a fire, but not before Hitler and Goebbels are shot. As the statements of Tarantino go, this was arguably the bluntest; put simply, Tarantino’s films exist in a world of their own, and while they may use history and historical events as a background for the narrative, the narrative itself—and how much it is truly connected to that history—is entirely in Tarantino’s hands. Thus, Inglourious Basterds provides the clearest explication of Tarantino’s thesis that one may synthesize meaning from chaos—in his case, the mind-numbing horror of World War II has become a means by which he can kill the perceived greatest evil of recent history, a kind of celluloid baptism by which the director ironically cleanses the audience of their own violent impulses through a kind of ritualistic bloodletting that forces them to question the true costs of their security. Likewise, his next film, Django Unchained (2012), is also a revenge fantasy cast outside the realm of historical reality, only this time the subject is slavery instead of the holocaust.

In terms of critical recognition, Inglourious Basterds was arguably Tarantino’s largest success, garnering eight Academy Award nominations, with Christopher Waltz’s portrayal of Hans Landa winning the award for Best Supporting Actor, which he would do again playing a similar character in Django. However, Pulp Fiction remains his most iconic film in terms of the stylistic influence that it has had in Hollywood in both mainstream and independent films. Tarantino is not without the occasional stumble: Death Proof, a kind of B-side to his collaborative effort with Robert Rodriguez entitled Grindhouse (2007), was part of a grand experiment to revive the grindhouse films of their mutual youth. This ambitious undertaking, however, married Tarantino too closely to the form itself, leaving less room for explorations of morality, an unsurprising fact, considering its own greatest influence was the venerable “slasher” films of the 1970s and 1980s. Ultimately, though, Tarantino’s influence is, without doubt, touching on all aspects of multimedia even as he redefines cinema. Whether one loves or loathes his characters or his narratives, Tarantino will always be remembered as the man who brought to the cinema grand experimentation in terms of linear storytelling, dialogue, and the power of cultural homage. In this sense, he has changed film forever and will continue to offer dynamic new perspectives on the past in order to synthesize his feverish visions of the future.

Chris Snellgrove
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THALBERG, IRVING (1899–1936)

From Charles Chaplin and Greta Garbo to Jack Nicholson and Julia Roberts, Hollywood has given the world many of the most recognizable names and faces of the past century. On Oscar night, however, when the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences honors the achievements of its brightest stars, only one name and face have remained a permanent fixture since the inaugural iconic golden statuette was first handed out. Then, as “The Boy Wonder” at MGM, whose 1929 Broadway Melody (Beaumont) became the first sound film to win Best Picture, and now for the past 70 years, in the form of a bronze bust in his likeness honoring lifetime achievement by creative producers, Irving G. Thalberg remains indelibly connected to the rise of the modern film industry in America. Although Thalberg’s career spanned only 16 years, cut short by his untimely death at age 37, he is almost universally “considered the architect of the studio system” that dominated film production in Hollywood’s golden age (The … Thalberg Memorial Award 2009). Contemporaries like Samuel Goldwyn judged Thalberg to be “the greatest [producer] of them all” (The … Thalberg Memorial Award 2009), while today’s industry giants remember him, in the words of Steven Spielberg, as a “visionary … who changed the look of motion pictures … and established new watermarks for films” (64th Academy Awards 1992). Though a century of American motion pictures has produced numerous actors and directors whose fame and artistry have surpassed that of the young man who refused to put his name on the films he produced, few of them have left behind a legacy greater than that of Irving Thalberg.

Irving Grant Thalberg was born in Brooklyn, New York on May 30, 1899, to middle-class German-Jewish immigrants. His infancy and childhood were a constant struggle for survival. Already suffering from a congenital heart defect, his condition was worsened by a case of rheumatic fever that, according to doctors, would greatly reduce his life span. Frequently confined to bed and unable to attend school, an adolescent Irving devoured works of literature and philosophy. A favorite was the American pragmatist thinker William James, whose theories on the world-changing potential of great individuals with great ideas “inspired the ailing seventeen-year-old in Brooklyn” (Thomas 1969, 18). Intellectually stimulated by writers like James, emotionally encouraged by his mother, Henrietta, and constantly reminded of life’s ephemerality by his precarious health, Thalberg began to look for a means of making his mark on the world. The opportunity presented itself in 1918 when, during a visit to his grandmother in Long Island, the young man received an invitation to attend a movie screening at a wealthy neighbor’s home. The neighbor was Carl Laemmle, a German-Jewish immigrant like his parents, who had parlayed a lucrative nickelodeon concession into a new venture called Universal Film Company. Whether at the studio chief’s request—as an official MGM biography would later claim—or through mother Henrietta’s machinations, as more impartial biographers suspect, Thalberg suddenly found himself bound for California as Carl Laemmle’s personal secretary (Thomas 1969, 20; Flamini 1994, 24–25).
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Irving Thalberg, n.d. (AP Photo)

Although he is best remembered as Louis B. Mayer’s right-hand man at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Irving Thalberg first made his reputation as “the Boy Wonder” at Laemmle’s Universal. When he first arrived at the studio, he found it mismanaged by a triumvirate of ineffective managers, two of whom were Laemmle’s relatives. The business was profitable but had developed a reputation as a low-quality movie mill and was rapidly losing ground to better-run companies like Paramount and Warner Bros. After studying Universal’s day-to-day operations for several months, Thalberg convinced Laemmle that he needed to replace his nepotistic bureaucracy with a single strong, energetic leader to oversee every aspect of studio operations—and that he, Irving Thalberg, was the man for the job. Agreeing with the assessment and seeing the young man’s considerable potential, Laemmle made his 20-year-old former secretary Universal’s new general production manager. Thalberg went right to work, addressing the studio’s problems with a two-pronged but potentially cross-purposed strategy: raise the prestige of Universal films by leveraging the star power of its best-known actors and directors while, at the same time, maintaining strict discipline over budgets and production schedules. The first goal resulted in the creation of “Laemmle’s Jewels,” high-quality pictures often based on literary classics, such as a wildly successful Victor Hugo adaptation, The Hunchback of Notre Dame (Worsley 1923), starring Lon Chaney. These films also marked the beginning of Thalberg’s practice of extensive reshoots when the finished product did not meet his expectations. The young man was already gaining a reputation for knowing what made a good movie. Art, however, was not his only concern. Well-made films meant also better box-office receipts: “It was the business side of movie production that drew Thalberg … His interest in the creative aspect came second” (Flamini 1994, 29). It was this conviction that would bring him into conflict with one of early Hollywood’s most legendary directors and, in the process, begin to shape his legend as Hollywood’s most respected producer. In the early years of cinema, directors were the dominant figures both on and off the set. Even when working within a studio system, men like D. W. Griffith and Cecil B. DeMille enjoyed almost absolute autonomy with regard to stories, actors, and costs. Having prestigious directors was a priority for motion picture companies, and at Universal, none was more revered than Erich von Stroheim. The autocratic but brilliant Austrian-born filmmaker was notorious for terrorizing cast and crew, ignoring shooting schedules, and flouting budgetary constraints. A recently installed Thalberg had warned Stroheim about the latter two excesses during the filming of Foolish Wives (1922). When the director returned to his old ways on Merry-Go-Round (1923), his next picture, flaunting his contempt for the young production manager’s authority, Thalberg fired him on the spot. The bold stroke did not mark the end of Erich von Stroheim’s career; indeed the two men would engage in a second, even better-known battle of wills just a few years later. It did, however, signal an incipient shift in Hollywood’s balance of power. A new figure, the studio executive—specifically, the head of production—would soon become the arbiter of every motion picture and the individuals involved in its creation. While other studios were also experimenting with general managers to oversee the increasingly complex business of movie production, the archetype had clearly emerged in the “genius” that the Saturday Evening Post now dubbed “The Boy Wonder” (Marx 1975, 40). Unfortunately for Universal, Carl Laemmle did not believe that his prodigy was indispensable enough to merit a new contract and a $200 a week raise. By February 1923, Laemmle’s “Boy Wonder” had taken his talents to Louis B. Mayer.

Among the notable partnerships in Hollywood history, that of Irving G. Thalberg and Louis B. Mayer remains the stuff of movie folklore. The institution they built together, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, was founded a year after Thalberg’s arrival with the East Coast theater mogul Marcus Loew’s friendly takeover of Mayer’s independent film company, along with Goldwyn Pictures and Metro Pictures. Mayer, who was put in charge of operations in California, knew he could not manage the newly combined entity on his own. Thalberg was given the title of Vice President of Production. Both men knew the new mega studio with its stable of big-name actors and directors, backed by the broad distribution guaranteed by Loew’s chain of cinemas, offered unlimited potential for financial success—for both the company and its leaders. With Mayer handling the consolidation of the three studios into one, Thalberg set off on an ambitious production schedule of some 40 pictures in the first full year of operations. Of these, none was more problematic than the project he inherited from Goldwyn: Erich von Stroheim’s Greed (1924). In its original form, Greed had a run time of over 10 hours. When Stroheim refused to alter what he considered to be his masterpiece, Thalberg asserted his own authority and had the movie cut down to a more watchable two and one-half hours. Modern cinephiles lament the fate of Stroheim’s “butchered masterpiece” (Everson 1998, 287) and cite it as one of the most egregious examples of abuse of artists by the studio system. But given that today only a handful of elite directors enjoy the right to the final cut of their films (Siegel 2010), for better or worse, Thalberg’s decision can be seen as yet another example of his central role in the creation of a new Hollywood, rooted not in the primacy of artistic but of economic concerns.

Despite the criticism that has been leveled at him for choosing business considerations over aesthetics in the case of Greed, however, Irving Thalberg was the driving force behind the vast majority of MGM’s most acclaimed films during his years there. His difficulties with Stroheim aside, Thalberg generally worked well with his star directors. Both King Vidor’s powerful antiwar movie The Big Parade (1925) and Fred Niblo’s multimillion-dollar epic Ben-Hur (1926) were examples of Thalberg’s active collaboration during his early years at Metro. Thalberg’s suggestion that Vidor expand the battle sequences and his willingness to allow extensive reshoots on location at an army base in Texas resulted in MGM’s first box-office hit (Marx 1988, 70–71). In the case of the latter picture, with its iconic chariot race scene, Thalberg had inherited another debacle from Goldwyn. Months of filming on location in Italy had proven a waste of time and money. Rather than scrapping the project, as was suggested, Thalberg moved the entire production back to Los Angeles, and virtually remade the entire film: a different director (Niblo), a new lead (Ramon Novarro), and reshoots of almost every key scene. As a result of Thalberg’s gamble, Ben-Hur earned an astounding $7 million and made Novarro, hailed as the new Valentino, one of the first international Hispanic movie stars. Thalberg’s name did not appear on Ben-Hur, or any or any other film on which he had a hand, in deference to his directors, actors, and crews, but it was he who reaped the biggest benefit of all: “The rescue of Ben-Hur from disaster was another chapter in the legend of Irving Thalberg … as Hollywood’s miracle worker” (Flamini 1994, 68).

Thalberg’s entry into the motion picture industry came at a time of relative stability. The technology of filmmaking had remained greatly unchanged for over a decade. Although the advent of radio did have a short-term impact on box-office receipts in 1925 (Everson 1978, 290), once Thalberg rescued the inherited Goldwyn projects, he and Mayer quickly proceeded to build Metro into a powerhouse. In the first six years of the Mayer/Thalberg regime, MGM made 195 movies and earned total profits of over $33 million (Marx 1988, 265). Although the maxim over Leo the Lion’s head in the company’s iconic logo was the somewhat disingenuous Ars Gratia Artis (“art for art’s sake” in Latin), the studio’s popular motto, “More stars than there are in Heaven,” was a more accurate reflection of Thalberg’s strategy for success. In addition to signing established actors and directors to fill gaps in MGM’s portfolio, as was the case with comedian Buster Keaton and, shockingly, Erich von Stroheim, Thalberg also resuscitated the careers of seemingly forgotten figures such as Marie Dressler and Wallace Beery. The producer’s true genius lay, however, in his “steady policy” (Marx 1988, 69) of developing virtual unknowns into top box-office draws. Among the future Hollywood royalty whose careers were launched under Thalberg’s watchful eye in the early years of MGM were its three great leading ladies, Greta Garbo, Joan Crawford, and the woman who became Mrs. Irving Thalberg, Norma Shearer. Through his unique combination of discerning cinematic judgment, an astute strategy of developing bankable stars, and the relentless work ethic that would ultimately take its toll on his weak heart, Thalberg had brought MGM to the top of the motion picture industry. As the Roaring Twenties came to an end, and with them both the silent film era and America’s prosperity, the Boy Wonder would meet that dual challenge with even greater dedication and greater success.

The technological revolution of talking pictures was one that surprised many in Hollywood, including Thalberg (Flamini 1994, 109). When MGM did finally accept that the fad was, in fact, a new reality, Thalberg was among the first to understand and exploit its full potential. Sound meant music and dialogue, and there was no better source for that combination than Broadway. For that reason, 1929 saw the release of two Thalberg-supervised musicals: Broadway Melody (Beaumont) and Hollywood Revue of 1929 (Reisner). The first picture, a romance set in the New York theater and featuring “musical numbers … in keeping with the Ziegfeld tradition” (Thomas 1969, 326), struck a chord with both the public and the critics, earning over $1 million in profits and eventually becoming the first Best Picture talkie. The second, less story than extravaganza, was a showcase for introducing Metro stars—from Crawford and Shearer to Laurel and Hardy—in their first speaking (or singing) roles. Thalberg’s brilliant marketing ploy, which ended with the ensemble performing the original big-screen version of “Singin’ in the Rain,” earned another $750,000 and was also nominated for the Best Picture Oscar. The stage also became the basis for reintroducing the studio’s stars in dramatic performances. No MGM star was more important than Greta Garbo. Taking no chances with the Swedish actor’s first sound feature, Thalberg chose the eminent American playwright Eugene O’Neill’s play Anna Christie (Brown 1930) and promoted the highly anticipated film with the teaser “Garbo talks!”

In addition to a Best Actress nomination for Garbo, Anna Christie was also notable for another important Thalberg contribution: the elevation of the screenwriter. Frances Marion, who earned an Academy Award nomination for adapting O’Neill’s drama (she actually won that same year for the Wallace Beery prison drama The Big House [Hill 1939]), was one of the first women to achieve success in Hollywood off the screen. Marion, for whom Thalberg was a “champion” (Dieckmann 1997, 10), was representative of the high-caliber writers that he brought to MGM in the 1930s. Major Broadway playwrights including Moss Hart and Lillian Hellman joined novelists such as F. Scott Fitzgerald and future Nobel laureate William Faulkner in a literary group that rivaled the studio’s celebrated actors and directors.

The rise of dialogue-driven films also required new actors with both faces and voices. As silent film greats like John Gilbert and Ramon Novarro faded, Thalberg found new talent. He teamed two relative newcomers, Jean Harlow and Clark Gable, into a smoldering on-screen couple featured in six hit movies. He also repackaged a seemingly washed-up brother comedy act in the farce A Night at the Opera (Wood 1935), thus relaunching the careers of Groucho, Harpo, and Chico Marx.

Always seeking to add to Metro’s reputation, as he had done with Laemmle’s Jewels, Thalberg encouraged the development of less lucrative but more prestigious projects. Sometimes these took the form of literary adaptations like A Tale of Two Cities (Conway 1935), Anna Karenina (Brown 1935), and Camille (Cukor 1936). Another avenue he found to raise the studio’s profile was by bringing in renowned stage actors such as Ethel, John, and Lionel Barrymore in Rasputin and the Empress (Boleslawski 1932) or Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne in the big-screen version of their 1924 Broadway triumph The Guardsman (Franklin 1931).

Ever the innovator, Thalberg also pioneered a number of now-standard film practices. The popularity of five-time Olympic gold medalist Johnny Weissmuller in Tarzan the Ape Man (Van Dyke 1932) created a huge movie franchise while also proving the market value of celebrity athletes. In Grand Hotel (Goulding 1932), Thalberg created the all-star cast picture by violating Hollywood’s traditional limit of two big-name actors in a single movie. Featuring John and Lionel Barrymore, Crawford, Beery, and Garbo (who uttered the now-legendary line “I want to be alone”), the Best Picture–winning drama paved the way for later multistar ensembles from Dinner at Eight (Cukor 1933) to the original Ocean’s Eleven (Milestone 1960) and its avatars. Thalberg even contributed, albeit somewhat unintentionally, to the emergence of midnight cult movies with director Tod Browning’s low-budget, unprofitable shocker Freaks (1932), the tragic and disturbing tale of a band of sideshow characters. Additionally, with regard to production values, it was Thalberg who insisted on authentic, often elaborate sets that were designed by 11-time Oscar-winning art director Cedric Gibbons (who also designed the coveted statuette), and magnificent gowns created by Adrian (Adrian Adolf Greenberg) for Garbo, Crawford, Shearer, and other leading ladies.

Of course, every Thalberg production involved the producer’s full attention from screenplay to screening. It was an exhausting process that ultimately contributed to Thalberg’s untimely demise. It also set a standard of excellence that set Metro apart from all competitors. As a result of Thalberg’s leadership in the sound era (from 1929 to 1936), 22 MGM movies made under his stewardship received Best Picture nominations, with 4 taking home the prize. There were numerous additional nominations and wins for actors, directors, and writers. More importantly for the company’s shareholders, Metro remained in the black throughout the Great Depression, averaging over $7 million in annual profits during that period and emerging from the nationwide economic debacle as the world’s biggest and strongest motion picture company.

As many new stars and memorable pictures as Irving Thalberg created during his short lifetime, none of them alone compares in importance to the structure he put in place to perpetuate MGM’s success long after his death. The studio system, first engineered by Thalberg for Metro and quickly imitated by its competitors, transformed the disparate, freewheeling independent production companies that characterized early American moviemaking into a handful of well-organized, highly efficient film factories. As film historian Scott Eyman has put it, for “men like Thalberg, the model they were instituting was that of Henry Ford; it was mass production” (The … Thalberg Memorial Award 2009). At its best, Thalberg’s method of manufacturing motion pictures provided a powerful infrastructure to support a virtual army of creative personalities. At its worst, the massive machinery of the studio system limited the artistic freedom of its de facto employees to the detriment—even suppression—of their creative impulses. The great silent comic Buster Keaton, fired by the studio in 1933, reflected on his frustration, “Brilliant though he was, Irving Thalberg could not accept the way a comedian like me built stories” (Keaton and Samuels 1982, 208). Other casualties of the studio’s insistence on conformity, including Erich von Stroheim, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and many others, would have sympathized with Keaton’s complaint. Still, in the all-too-short time he presided over MGM, “Thalberg saw himself as the great ‘civilizer,’ a man who could make pictures as literate and European and classy as the theater despite Hollywood’s natural tendency toward crassness. ‘Artistic’ was a word he used often in connection with pictures” (Flamini 1994, 282). Art for profit, rather than for its own sake, may have been Thalberg’s motive, but to his credit, he refused to sacrifice the former for the latter. The same could not always be said of his contemporaries or his successors. Fitzgerald, who had a “love-hate” relationship with the man who both hired and fired him (Flamini 1994, 150), would punctuate the legend of Hollywood’s Boy Wonder in his unfinished novel The Last Tycoon. In notes for the book’s uncompleted chapters, Fitzgerald had his Thalberg-inspired protagonist lament what he feared would be the fate of an industry that completely ignored aesthetics in the name of economics: “Those men won’t want to make good pictures after I’m gone” (1993, 146). To this day, the small bronze bust handed out alongside the shiny gold statuettes serves to remind Thalberg’s successors of the duality of their mission as producers. Surely, no message can be more influential or more important.

Eric Reinholtz
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TWAIN, MARK (1835–1910)

When we hear the names of major literary figures, we tend to think immediately of writing that is edifying, challenging, and ambitious but not necessarily entertaining—at least not in the same sense that we think of popular film, music, and television as entertaining. This assumption that literature must be an agent of high culture extends even to our associations with influential writers who were distinguished as literary humorists. While Aristophanes, Rabelais, Shakespeare, Swift, and Fielding may sound like names that belong only on a college course syllabus, these writers were in their own day popular literary humorists, which is to say they were successful entertainers. American literature is especially rich in humor, and the canon of comic writing in America includes the work of authors as diverse as Benjamin Franklin, Washington Irving, and Ambrose Bierce; Ring Lardner, James Thurber, and Ogden Nash; Kurt Vonnegut, Joseph Heller, and Flannery O’Connor; Russell Baker, Garrison Keillor, and David Sedaris. The most celebrated of all American literary humorists, however, is Mark Twain, and there is no American writer who attempted so deliberately to be an entertainer, or whose success as a comic has more profoundly influenced American popular humor in our own day.
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Mark Twain, ca. 1900–1910. (Library of Congress)

Born Samuel Langhorne Clemens in Florida, Missouri on November 30, 1835, Mark Twain came to prominence in an American century that would see humor profoundly transformed from a lower-class, mostly rural, and almost exclusively masculine amusement into a form of entertainment that was extremely popular and wildly profitable. As a boy growing up in what was then considered a western state that was also a slave state, Twain was exposed to humor in a variety of forms that would help shape the unique brand of comedy he later developed. First among these influences was the minstrel show, in which white men donned blackface and performed outlandish slapstick routines. While these racist entertainments appear offensive to us today, the young Twain loved the minstrel show primarily for its stylized, hyperbolic use of vernacular dialect to provoke laughter—a technique he would later perfect in his own work. Twain also relished the early comic stage plays, which rose to prominence in the late eighteenth century and included stock characters like the stage Yankee Jonathan, who was distinguished by his rich use of colloquial language inflected by regional and class identity, and who was usually lampooned for his rusticity. Twain relished the vernacular language of comic drama and learned from it that the juxtaposition of eccentric characters defined by salty regional dialect was a reliable engine of comic entertainment.

If the performance-based forms of the minstrel show and comic stage play had taught the young Twain some useful techniques, he would be even more directly influenced by the crucial role of humor in the explosive growth of print media later in the nineteenth century. As technologies of production and distribution of newspapers, magazines, and books improved—along with an increase in literacy rates, leisure time, and disposable income—Americans consumed print media en masse, making publishing among the most profitable enterprises of the day. The number of American periodicals skyrocketed, and many of these magazines, such as John Donkey, Puck, Yankee Doodle, and Judge, were dedicated entirely to humor. Nineteenth-century Americans produced well over 100 comic journals, and hundreds of other magazines routinely included humorous columns or features. Of even wider circulation were the many American newspapers, which not only featured humorous content but also borrowed such content from each other. Experienced editors of the nation’s proliferating newspapers knew perfectly well that cutthroat competition for readers demanded that their product provide entertainment as well as information, and gifted humorists were thus in high demand. As Americans clamored for more humor and showed their willingness to pay for it, even old forms like the almanac were reinvented as comedic publications, allowing a humorist like Josh Billings to sell a staggering half million copies of his comic almanac in the 1870s alone. Humor anthologies also appeared by the score, and even Twain, who rarely squandered an opportunity to turn laughter into profit, would eventually edit such a book, Mark Twain’s Library of Humor (1888).

Even as a teenager Twain had written humorous sketches, many of which were published in the Hannibal Journal, the newspaper owned by his brother, Orion. But Twain’s rise to stardom as an entertainer arguably began with his formative experiences in the American West. If most readers of Twain know that he was a riverboat pilot on the Mississippi—and that many of his river experiences were spun into literary gold in the novels Tom Sawyer and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn—few are aware that his literary success began far away in the Nevada Territory, to which he had traveled in the summer of 1861 in order to avoid the entanglements of the Civil War. There he lived in the mining boomtown of Virginia City, where, after a failed stint as a miner, he became a journalist for the Territorial Enterprise newspaper. The town was full of hard-drinking and hard-fighting miners who divided their time between the shafts and the many local taverns and brothels. Here Twain discovered a rich cache of larger-than-life local characters and stories, a rough, coarse American language, and a brand of humor that was irreverent, steeped in regional identity, and often aimed at the effete culture “back East.” This experience would launch his career as a writer, most notably in his famous comic sketch, “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County” (1865), and also his important early book, Roughing It (1872).

If the West provided Twain with a wealth of memorable characters and exposure to the colorful argot of miners, tavern keepers, and prostitutes, it also exposed him to a constellation of comic techniques that would become essential elements of his literary repertoire. For example, Twain learned from western comic narratives to play the tension between genteel society and the working class for laughs. He often used the device of framing a story by employing a cultured narrator whose social class and education make him appear superior to the uneducated rustics whose antics he condescendingly describes—until the story turns, revealing that the country folks have in some humorous way thoroughly outwitted the urbane, self-important narrator. Twain also entertained his audiences by appropriating from western American oral forms such as the hoax and tall tale. The hoax, several notorious examples of which Twain perpetrated on the hapless readers of the Territorial Enterprise, involves fabricating a story and then handling it in a way that strains the readers’ credulity up to—but not quite beyond—the point of breaking. Because the hoax involves the deft handling of the fluid, troubled relationship between fact and fiction, it proved a rich training ground for Twain, a young journalist who would go on to become a best-selling novelist. The western tall tale was likewise inspiring to Twain, not only for its mythologizing of American experience, but also for its colorful, hyperbolic language—a source of creative energy he harnessed in nearly all his writing. Finally, western humor was brash and irreverent, and it attacked power wherever that power lodged: in politicians, rich men, authority figures of every stripe. If this brand of humor was considered by many to be vulgar, it did assert the integrity of the common man, and in this sense western humor offered a potent form of resistance to cultural power. This too would be crucial to Twain’s greatest books, which launched an incisive critique against social elites while simultaneously affording readers the perennial entertainment of watching the high and mighty brought low through the leveling force of laughter.

Twain’s experiences in the West also included one of the most important moments in the history of American entertainment: the creation of “Mark Twain.” Although it was not uncommon for nineteenth-century literary humorists to employ a nom de plume—as was the case with Charles Farrar Browne, who wrote as Artemus Ward, or David Ross Locke, who was better known as Petroleum V. Nasby—Samuel Langhorne Clemens, who first used his pseudonym in the Territorial Enterprise in 1863, would make Mark Twain into an American icon, an international celebrity, and an extremely profitable brand in an entertainment milieu that was already evolving toward the entertainment industry of our own day. To shape and market Mark Twain, however, Clemens had to do more than simply write from behind the pseudonym; he also had to bring Mark Twain to life, an ambition that required the public performance of the character.

Nineteenth-century entertainment culture was steeped in performance. Like the minstrel shows and comic plays, circuses and other dramatic and musical entertainments came to small towns, as did religious revivals, political debates, and platform speakers of all kinds. The lyceum movement, which arose in the 1820s and flourished throughout the antebellum period, was designed to create a public forum for the sharing of information and ideas by visiting speakers. While the lyceum circuit allowed a serious intellectual like Ralph Waldo Emerson to make a handsome living as a traveling lecturer, it also opened the way for more entertaining uses of the public platform by men like Twain, who appropriated the venue and format of the lyceum to draw audiences who preferred entertainment to edification. Twain’s first large public “lecture,” delivered in San Francisco in 1866, was such a success that it launched his career as a touring performer, one who over time perfected not only his performance material but also his mannerisms, timing, and delivery, not to mention the marketing, publicity, and contract negotiations that comprised the business end of being a touring entertainer. Twain often worked harder to revise and edit his performance material than he did to improve the writing he produced for publication, and his live audiences found his delivery at least as comical as his material. For example, he would sometimes intentionally appear to forget where he was going with a story, while at others he would seem not to understand why his comments were funny at all; among the most dependable of his stage tricks was to follow a punch line with a protracted and unflinching deadpan. Like any traveling entertainer, Twain honed his act gig by gig, adjusting it to improve pacing, eliminate ineffective jokes, and maximize his audience’s pleasure. While he appeared delightfully spontaneous, the Mark Twain that Samuel Clemens invented, shaped, and marketed was a finely honed entertainment product, one that was based as much on practice and hard work as it was on Twain’s native gifts as a humorist.

One of Twain’s recent biographers, Ron Powers, equates Twain with a contemporary rock star. This analogy is helpful in several ways. Like a rock star, Twain was an entertainment phenomenon, a true celebrity, and he was wealthy and admired by many—including young people, who enjoyed how often his humor attacked the hypocrisy discernible in various forms of adult authority. Twain also spent a great deal of time touring, and he was among the first American entertainers to complete a world tour (1895–1896); to extend the analogy a step further, he was often petulant, demanding, and poorly behaved while on the road (or stage line, railroad, or river). Also like a rock star, Twain understood that high-profile publicity was as important to success as quality material, and so he became a brilliant, tireless self-promoter who seized every opportunity to keep his pseudonym in public view—including, for example, doing more than 300 interviews between 1879 and 1910, more than almost any other public figure of the period (Lee 2006, 14).

Twain’s status as a pop culture icon and his influence as a touring lecturer is made even clearer through a somewhat different analogy to contemporary entertainment culture: that of stand-up comic. As Judith Yaross Lee (2006) has argued, Twain was in many ways an influential precursor to contemporary stand-up. It is fitting, then, that most of the winners of the Mark Twain Prize for American Humor (begun in 1998) are entertainers like Richard Pryor, Steve Martin, George Carlin, and Bill Cosby, for just as these famous stand-up comics used their success in clubs to launch careers in film and television, Twain used his live performances not only to generate profit but also to produce the publicity necessary to support book sales. Like a stand-up comic who works out his routine in live venues in preparation for a TV appearance or HBO special, Twain used his platform performances to develop material for his published books. In this sense his appearances helped him to expand his literary productions and also to ensure their popularity. For example, “The American Vandal Abroad” lecture tour (1868–1869) helped generate material and publicity for his best-selling book The Innocents Abroad (1869), while the “Roughing it on the Silver Frontier” tour (1871–1873) did the same for Roughing It (1872) (Lee 2006, 5).

Twain’s substantial contributions to American performance culture also prefigured modern stand-up comedy in other important ways. Gifted stand-up comics today depend less on disassociated, rapid-fire one-liners—a technique more closely associated with vaudeville comedy—than they do on the sustained personal narrative, which was the staple of Twain’s performance technique. They also tend to eschew the situational comedy characteristic of the minstrel show or the dramatic comedy that typified early comic drama in favor of the comic monologue—a narrative form that is the foundation of stand-up today and that Twain perfected in his many hundreds of live, one-man performances. Like Twain, these comics often test our credulity, causing us to wonder which of the incidents they relate actually occurred and which are anecdotes fabricated solely to produce laughs. The success of a stand-up comedian’s material depends largely on the timing and nature of its delivery—including the accent or dialect of the speaker (think Andy Kaufman and Larry the Cable Guy, respectively)—and here too Twain was a pioneer. Finally, consider how many successful stand-up comedians depend on offering the audience a character that has been developed for presentation (think Kaufman again, or, in their very different ways, Jonathan Winters, Robin Williams, Steven Wright, or Eddie Izzard), but that differs substantially from the performer himself. The model of this onstage character in American performance comedy derives from Samuel Clemens’s creation of Mark Twain, the most famous character in American comedy, and one that eventually even came to have a trademark costume: that memorable white suit that many of us picture when we think of Twain.

Interestingly, Twain wore the famous white flannel suit for the first time in December 1906, when he testified before the U.S. Congress in support of proposed legislation protecting authors’ copyright. The suit was what we would now call a “publicity stunt,” and it worked beautifully to attract the media attention that would help get his issue into the public press. Clemens was deadly serious about the business end of the Mark Twain franchise he had created, and throughout his life he worked to protect his product in an age before intellectual copyright applied to print media, let alone to the material of lecture performances—both of which were pirated from Clemens on many occasions. From the earliest years of his career as an entertainer, Twain threatened the editors of newspapers that published parts of his platform routines, because material made public in this way would reach the next town before him and compromise the element of surprise upon which the success of his subsequent performances depended. In interviews he strategically withheld material he discerned might be valuable in future books or lecture tours. He fought tenaciously for the extension of copyright laws, and in 1882 he even objected to a pirated edition of his book Sketches New and Old (1875) by bringing a lawsuit in which he claimed that “Mark Twain” was a legally protected trademark that the offending publisher had violated. Although the Chicago judge who heard Clemens v. Belford did not ultimately side with the author, the fact that the greatest literary entertainer of the age viewed his own character name as a commercial property suggests Twain’s shrewdness in envisioning the business model that would come to dominate entertainment culture during the twentieth century. In 1908, Clemens formed the Mark Twain Company to manage and defend his copyrights, a move that perhaps suggests the ultimate commodification of comic performance. Clemens fully understood that Mark Twain was an iconic brand, and that the value of this remarkably lucrative entertainment product depended on the development, marketing, and protection of that brand.

Of course, it is as a creator of literary entertainments that Mark Twain is best known. He was among the most famous Americans of his age, something that can rarely be said of any American writer. He was also beloved in a way that was unrivaled by even the most prominent literary luminaries of his day; while men like Ralph Waldo Emerson or Henry Wadsworth Longfellow garnered respect and nurtured national pride, their work could hardly be described as entertaining in the same sense that a Twain sketch, story, or platform performance was clever, amusing, and pleasurable. Twain’s writing depended on conventions derived from various popular forms of American entertainment, and so he was able to produce a body of work that reached audiences well beyond the cultural elite. Because he always led with laughter, he was also able to offer serious and insightful social critique—concerning issues such as America’s troubled race relations during the Reconstruction era, for example—without alienating audiences who might otherwise have found him sanctimonious, polemical, or tedious. He was prolific, publishing around 40 books of fiction and nonfiction, many of which were bestsellers. Consider, for example, that less than a decade after the young Twain published his first sketch (the famous jumping frog story), The Innocents Abroad (1869), Roughing It (1872), and The Gilded Age (1873) had sold a combined total of almost a quarter million copies, and he had already commissioned a lavish, 25-room Picturesque Gothic mansion, to be built for his family in Hartford, Connecticut (Powers 2005, 350). Twain is the writer about whom Ernest Hemingway famously wrote, in The Green Hills of Africa (1935), “All modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn.… There was nothing before. There has been nothing as good since” (Hemingway 1935, 22). Even today Twain remains among the most celebrated American authors, and in fact has reentered the popular imagination with the 2010 publication of the first volume of his autobiography (Twain, who died in 1910, specifically enjoined that his autobiography should not be published until a century after his death), a book that became a surprising success, thus making Twain one of the few authors to have scored a bestseller in the nineteenth-, twentieth-, and twenty-first centuries.

While we are accustomed to heaping well-deserved praise on Twain’s literary genius, it is equally important to recognize his even more remarkable accomplishment: he succeeded as both a literary celebrity and as a popular entertainer, two distinctions that are rarely earned by the same figure. In addition to attracting a large popular audience while receiving accolades for his literary craft, Twain also helped open the way for a new breed of American entertainer, one who would be as concerned with creating a brand and marketing an image as with the aesthetic imperatives of artistic creation. In this sense Twain capitalized brilliantly on the self-promotional synergy of his related efforts as a newspaper reporter, magazine sketch writer, travel writer, short story writer, novelist, autobiographer, touring live performer, contract negotiator, public relations agent, advertiser, marketer, copyright manager, and intellectual property litigant. His greatest accomplishment was that the self he promoted, Mark Twain, was itself a creation, one that undoubtedly stands among the most significant in American entertainment history.

Michael P. Branch
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V

VELVET UNDERGROUND, THE (1964–1996)

Anyone researching the seminal rock group known as the Velvet Underground will sooner or later happen upon some paraphrase of the following declaration (e.g., Gracyk 1996, 229): Only a few thousand people bought a Velvet Underground record during the band’s existence, but every single person who did started a band. The group almost single-handedly invented the genre now known as indie rock, while also laying much of the foundation for punk music. From their first gigs under the management of Andy Warhol to their collapse in the early 1970s, the Velvet Underground created the least compromising music, as well as the least disputable legacy, of any American popular act other than Bob Dylan. These days, their critical reputation is sacrosanct, and the Velvets are often referred to as the most influential band, save the Beatles, in the history of rock and roll (e.g., Bockris 1994, 163).

Their lead singer and chief songwriter was Lou Reed, born in 1942. He began his musical career in high school, but his journey to prominence was not an easy one. When he was a teenager, his parents, alarmed by his apparent homosexuality (actually, it would turn out, bisexuality), subjected him to intensive psychological therapy, including shock treatment (Bockris 1994, 14–16). After enrolling at Syracuse University, Reed focused on creative writing and met the famous American poet Delmore Schwartz, himself no stranger to shock treatment. The exact nature of their relationship is hard to determine, due to conflicting accounts, but the troubled Schwartz certainly influenced his promising pupil, who would soon develop one of the most literate catalogs in the history of popular music. Schwartz was Reed’s first brush—but certainly not his last—with the world of high art.

After playing with a few bands in New York, Reed took a job as a songwriter at Pickwick International, a third-rate record company and music publisher. There he penned a brutal, proto-punk novelty dance number called “The Ostrich.” Pickwick hoped the song could be a hit but needed a band to perform it on tour. That band, called the Primitives, by happenstance included the future Velvet Underground member John Cale. The song was not the hit that Pickwick had hoped for, but Reed had impressed the talented Cale (Bockris 1994 82–83).

John Cale, a native of Wales, was a gifted child. As a young adult, he affiliated himself with the absurdist group of artists known as Fluxus and eventually moved to America upon receiving a Bernstein (as in Leonard Bernstein) scholarship for young composers, during which time he met some of the most famous classical composers in the world (Witts 2006, 23–30). He dropped out of the program but began performing with an avant-garde composer named La Monte Young. Young’s music relied heavily on thick, sustained drones. Although Cale had very little knowledge of popular music, he noticed an affinity between Young’s edgy compositions and the songs of Lou Reed (Bockris 1994 82). Together, Reed and Cale would create some of the least “poppy” popular music ever to find an audience.

[image: image]

The Velvet Underground, ca. 1960s. (Photofest)

The other two principal members of the Velvet Underground were guitarist Sterling Morrison and drummer Maureen “Moe” Tucker. Morrison was a college friend of Reed’s who had bounced around schools before landing at Syracuse and (eventually) earning a degree in English literature (Witts 2006, 32). Tucker was the tomboyish sister of one of Reed and Morrison’s friends. She was hired after a previous drummer abruptly quit (Bockris and Malanga 1983, 22), and her unique drum set immediately brought a new sound to the group: Unlike every other rock drummer, Tucker turned her bass drum over and played it, along with the rest of her drums, with mallets rather than conventional sticks. She rarely used cymbals, so the typical Velvet Underground song features a steady, driving, repetitive pulse (Witts 2006, 35–37).

Soon the Velvets had worked up a repertoire that included some of their most enduring songs. These early tunes, like “Heroin” and “Venus in Furs,” featured the subject matter that the Velvets (who took their name from a book about “underground” sexual subcultures) became known for—most notably drug use and what was at the time considered abnormal sexuality. One can only imagine how those songs, along with Cale’s screeching viola, must have sounded to the band’s first audience (at a high school, no less), but Morrison and others have indicated that the crowd was understandably shocked (Bockris 1994, 101).

Later gigs exposed the band to some associates of the famous artist Andy Warhol, who, bored with painting, was looking for a band to promote. At the time, Warhol’s circle, which all gathered at the artist’s Factory, was populated by drug users, transgendered divas, and all manner of sexual deviants, so the Velvets, at least according to the straight-laced Tucker, were a perfect fit (Shore and Tillman 1995, 72). Warhol thought the Velvets needed a new singer, so he introduced them to a beautiful German chanteuse named Nico.

Nico was born Christina Päffgen in Cologne. An illegitimate child, she witnessed some of the horrors of World War II before becoming a model and cover girl. She began calling herself Nico while working in Paris and later played a character of the same name in Federico Fellini’s masterpiece film La Dolce Vita. She took up singing and moved to the United States, where she met musical icons like Bob Dylan and Brian Jones, the ill-fated member of the Rolling Stones (Witts 2006, 38–41). She also met Andy Warhol, who cast her in his film Chelsea Girls and suggested that she join (or forced her on) the Velvet Underground. Reed gave several songs to her, including “Femme Fatale” and “I’ll Be Your Mirror,” but refused to let her fully join the group. Together they performed under the name “The Velvet Underground and Nico.” Warhol set up a show called the Exploding Plastic Inevitable, which featured the Velvets and Nico playing their loud, abrasive music among Warhol’s film projections, bewildering light shows, and even dancers in leather performing sadomasochistic routines. The show, the first of its kind, attracted cultural luminaries such as Salvador Dali and Jackie Kennedy (Bockris 1994, 126).

In 1967, when the Beatles, Dylan, and so many other artists were at the top of their game, the Velvets released an album that sounded completely different than their peers’ classics. They called their debut, simply, The Velvet Underground and Nico. Despite promotion and cover art by Warhol, the album did not sell well. Over the following decades, however, it has earned its place on nearly any critic’s list among the greatest albums ever recorded. Its songs, refined during the group’s shows with Warhol, featured both Reed and Nico on lead vocals, along with Cale’s musical arrangements, which classical music critic Alex Ross credits as the first to bring the ideas of avant-garde classical music to the mainstream (2007, 508). The album offers momentous rockers like “I’m Waiting for the Man,” in which the protagonist nervously waits for his drug dealer in Harlem, and the chugging, feedback-laden “European Son,” a tribute to Delmore Schwartz (Witts 2006, 48–49). However, the album also offers the lush, chiming “Sunday Morning,” an ode to paranoia masquerading as a sweet 1960s chamber-pop number, as well as “I’ll Be Your Mirror,” featuring Nico using her sweetest voice, rather than the bellowing, harbinger-of-apocalypse vocal she applies to “All Tomorrow’s Parties.” In short, The Velvet Underground and Nico displays astonishing range, offering the uninitiated listener everything but the comfort of gratified expectations.

Indeed, the Velvets’ first album is far from easy listening. Though adored by critics now, The Velvet Underground and Nico shocked listeners and critics alike in 1967 (e.g., Bockris 1994, 126, 142). Compared to the band’s second album, however, their first sounds downright commercial. White Light/White Heat, released in 1968 without the participation of Warhol and Nico, was loud, cacophonous, and punishing. More than one critic has called it the worst-recorded album ever released (e.g., Mortifoglio 1997, 64). Nevertheless, many of those same critics adore it and acknowledge both its uniqueness and its influence on punk and postpunk music.

It is certainly unique. The title track is a throwback rock number and a tribute to the drug methamphetamine hydrochloride (i.e., speed), Reed’s drug of choice (Witts 2006, 46–47). At least two songs, “Lady Godiva’s Operation” and “The Gift,” feature lyrics that read more like stories than songs. In fact, the latter consists entirely of John Cale reading one of Reed’s short stories (about a man who mails himself to his love only to have his head split when she tries to open the box with a sheet-metal cutter) over a churning, mid-tempo backbeat. The album closes with the 17-minute “Sister Ray,” probably the strangest, most experimental piece the group ever recorded. Propelled by a gradually accelerating beat from Tucker and John Cale’s microphone-clipping organ, “Sister Ray” narrates a frantic orgy of drug use, sex, and general mayhem. The song is an unremitting assault on the ears (and possibly on good taste), yet it has inspired generations of artists, notably including the immortal postpunk band Joy Division, who bolstered their outsider credibility simply by daring to cover it. White Light/White Heat is perhaps the ugliest, most extreme album ever to be named a classic. It owes much of its madness to the adventurous Cale. Reed, however, wanted to write more traditional songs for the next album. The tension between the two visionaries soon became irreconcilable, and Cale departed from the group in 1968 (Bockris 1994, 155–61).

The remaining Velvets, along with Doug Yule, who was brought in to replace Cale, then recorded their third album, The Velvet Underground. Cale’s absence is evident; the album is much quieter and more traditional than either of the group’s previous efforts. However, Reed’s songwriting chops remained sharp. The Velvet Underground opens with “Candy Says,” a pretty tune about one of Warhol’s transsexual superstars, Candy Darling. While alternative sexuality was familiar territory for Reed, the group’s few fans could hardly have expected “Jesus,” a sincere folk hymn that would not sound entirely out of place on a Christian music anthology. The Velvet Underground also includes classics like the kinky “Some Kinda Love” and the romantic but adulterous “Pale Blue Eyes,” as well as “The Murder Mystery,” a nine-minute song that proved Lou Reed could still write experimental music when he wanted.

After The Velvet Underground, the band turned up the volume a bit with their fourth album, Loaded. By then, the Velvets had signed with Atlantic Records, a company directed by the revered Ahmet Ertegun, who supposedly wanted the group to avoid songs about drugs (Witts 2006, 114). Unfortunately, this prohibition did not stop Reed from taking drugs, and by all accounts the Velvets’ front man was in bad shape at the time (Bockris 1994, 173). In addition, a pregnant Tucker took a leave of absence and was replaced by Doug Yule’s brother Billy, while Morrison, somewhat dissatisfied ever since Cale left the band, focused more and more on his literary studies (though his guitar licks gave Loaded much of its punch). Despite this turmoil, the band turned in its most commercially successful album, a record stuffed with enthusiastic rockers like “Sweet Jane” and “Rock and Roll,” both of which became classics. The album also contained four tracks featuring Doug Yule on vocals, including the pretty lover’s lament that opens Loaded, “Who Loves the Sun.” The album—along with the prime of the band’s career—closes with the sad but defiant crescendo of “Oh! Sweet Nuthin’.”

The Velvet Underground quickly dissolved after recording Loaded. Sterling Morrison, who once called his band the most scholarly act in history (Bockris 1994, 120), went back to school, earned a doctorate in medieval studies, and subsequently became a tugboat captain before dying in 1995 of non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma (Witts 2006, 32–33).

Moe Tucker, rock’s first famous female drummer, got married and took an extended hiatus from music. However, in the 1980s, she began working as a solo artist (Tucker previously sang lead on the occasional Velvet Underground track), recording a number of funny, energetic rock albums that have featured every member of her former band as well as Velvet Underground acolytes like Sonic Youth. She eventually moved to Georgia, took a day job, and became a grandmother (Witts 2006, 36).

John Cale also became a solo artist. He has released a number of classic albums since leaving the Velvets, including his debut, Vintage Violence, and the lush Paris, 1919. In addition, his talent as a producer helped artists like Patti Smith, the Stooges, and his former bandmate Nico create classic albums of their own.

Like Cale and Tucker, Reed embarked on his own solo career, eventually becoming a bona fide star when Velvets fan David Bowie helped him make Transformer, an album that included the hit “Take a Walk on the Wild Side.” Since then, Reed has amassed an influential, if sometimes baffling (e.g., the famously unlistenable Metal Machine Music), catalog of solo recordings.

Meanwhile, the Yule brothers released one more album under the Velvet Underground moniker, but it flopped and has met very few ears since. More importantly, 1985 saw the release of VU, a compilation featuring songs that the group was working on before signing with Atlantic to record Loaded. VU offers several songs (“Ocean,” “Stephanie Says,” and “Can’t Stand It” to name a few) that compare well with the four albums released during the band’s prime. In addition, a number of live albums released over the years, including 1969: The Velvet Underground Live, document the group’s raucous stage performances.

In the decades since the Velvet Underground dissolved, the band’s critical status has risen imperially. The influential rock critic Lester Bangs named the Velvets the greatest band in the history of rock music (1987, 167). In the anthology Living through Pop, Jeremy Gilbert argues that, more than nearly any other group, the Velvet Underground constitutes the center of punk and postpunk music (1999, 36). These sentiments are widespread in critical discussion; in fact, the amount of praise heaped on the Velvet Underground is perhaps matched only by that offered to artists like Bob Dylan and groups like the Beatles. The critical consensus holds that the Velvets never released an album that is not now a classic (excepting the Yule brothers’ record, which most critics don’t even acknowledge) and that the band remains one of the most important and influential on the planet.

The question remains: How does a band that was largely ignored during their prime become so influential? The simplest answer is that the Velvet Underground were pioneers; taste took a few years to catch up. Indeed, the eminent Bangs used the word advanced to describe the Velvets (1987, 48). Consider the popular-musical landscape during their prime years; psychedelic rock reigned, and hippie/activist culture still had significant popular cachet. But when the Beatles submitted a happy, trippy song about lysergic acid (“Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds”), the Velvet Underground responded with much tougher, more cynical and realistic visions of drug culture (e.g., “Heroin” and “I’m Waiting for the Man”). While Dylan abandoned folk music for surreally poetic rock, Reed offered a more direct but no less compelling lyrical style, one more influenced by the plain-language poetry of Delmore Schwartz than Dylan’s surreal Rimbaud. While many popular groups created sublime, immaculately produced psych-odysseys, the Velvets specialized in dirty, screeching, lo-fi rock. In short, the Velvets were the alternative.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, hippie counterculture lost its shine. The popular (if somewhat oversimplified) account of history holds that the psychedelic utopia epitomized by “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” eventually turned ugly. Indeed, the blissful visage of ’60s counterculture as a whole turned ugly. Vietnam turned from ugly to nauseating. The U.S. economy and New York City both turned ugly in the late 1970s. Amidst this shifting pop landscape, the Velvets’ alternative gradually began to sound more appealing. Who better to turn to upon the disintegration of hippie utopianism than the band that so openly expressed its contempt for that utopianism (q.v. Bockris 1994, 133)? Hence the short-lived punk movement, followed by postpunk. Even before punk’s rise, the Velvet Underground’s gender-bending songs made them icons of the glam movement popularized by David Bowie and others. (Reed even went through his own glam phase.)

Consider another theory, as well. The Velvets were the first band to prove that lo-fi music could be as powerful as, if not more powerful than, polished, studio-oriented music. Each of their albums, excepting Loaded, offers amateurish production values at best (recall White Light/White Heat’s designation as the worst-recorded album ever released), and even Loaded includes some gleefully sloppy musicianship. When the punks embraced the DIY (“Do It Yourself”) ethic, they followed the Velvet Underground, who did the same a decade earlier. In addition, by the time postpunk gained momentum, John Cale had already produced several genre touchstones, including the classic debut albums of the Stooges, the Modern Lovers, and Patti Smith, who shouts Cale’s name on the last track of Horses.

The Velvets also figure prominently in the alternative scenes of the ’80s, ’90s, and ’00s. The Smiths, who dominated ’80s indie music in Britain, were clearly influenced by Reed and company, particularly their compelling lead singer, Morrissey, whose famously inscrutable sexuality echoed Reed’s own. At the same time, noise-pop and shoegaze groups like the Jesus and Mary Chain, My Bloody Valentine, and the Cocteau Twins set their beautiful melodies to waves of VU-esque noise. Meanwhile, in the United States, ’80s indie pioneers like R.E.M. and the Pixies both bore the Velvet Underground’s influence. During the same period, Sonic Youth revived and refined the washes of feedback and noise that dominated the first two Velvet Underground albums. Like the Velvets, Sonic Youth had high-art credentials, thus raising the cultural status of alternative music, reclaiming the art-rock mantle, and inspiring countless ’90s alternative acts.

The Velvets loom just as large in the grunge movement of the early ’90s. Most notably, Nirvana, grunge’s crown jewel, took inspiration from (among others) the Pixies, Sonic Youth, and of course the Velvet Underground. Nirvana even contributed to Heaven and Hell: A Tribute to the Velvet Underground, a multivolume collection of covers. Around the same time, the band Pavement also appropriated the Velvets’ lo-fi noisiness, becoming in the process nearly as influential as their grunge counterparts. In Britain, the group Spiritualized (spun off of the similarly Velvets-indebted Spacemen 3) became indie stars by joining Reed’s druggy subject matter and Cale’s noisy drones to lush orchestration. In the 2000s, the Velvet Underground’s influence was heard once again during the garage-rock revival that introduced New York bands like the Strokes, Interpol, and the Walkmen, all of whom owe a debt to New York’s original downtown indie rockers.

The list could easily go on. In fact, one could argue that the Velvet Underground, more than any other band or artist, invented the concept of independent music. They defined what it means today to be hip: aloof, self-consciously removed from mass culture, yet passionately creative. They made their records themselves, their own way, with very little studio sheen. They also proved that such records could sound just as essential as the best and most polished efforts of the best and most polished artists of any period. Throughout the years, they have inspired countless artists to do the same—which is to say, to be weirdly, shockingly, defiantly different.

Edward A. Lautenschlager
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VONNEGUT, KURT (1922–2007)

It is often true that the artists who have the greatest impact on their world are not judged to be the world’s greatest artists. Such is the case with Kurt Vonnegut. A writer whose satirical novels both subverted traditional notions of genre and exposed the hypocrisies of modern American society, Vonnegut brought a postmodern sensibility to the bestseller list with such novels as Mother Night (1961), Cat’s Cradle (1963), Breakfast of Champions (1973), and, above all, the universally acclaimed Slaughterhouse-Five (1969). Capturing the zeitgeist of America’s often turbulent cultural transformation in the 1960s and 1970s, he explored complex social and philosophical issues through plots involving common people in bizarre, often fantastic circumstances, using simple language laced with his own unique brand of dark humor. Both a profound pessimist and a committed humanist, Vonnegut is frequently compared to his personal hero and “literary foster father” Mark Twain (Morse 1992, 13), in his impact on the American imagination. But whereas Twain is frequently hailed as the father of the novel in the United States, Vonnegut’s profound influence on the national culture in the second half of the twentieth century has come despite “being dismissed by critics as a mere ‘popular’ writer” (Allen 1991, 1). The debate over his literary merits aside, it is difficult to question the Twain-like influence of the man Norman Mailer described as “an icon to several generations of young Americans who rushed to read everything he published” (qtd. in Italie 2007).

In keeping with the comparison between the two famous American novelists, just as Mark Twain’s worldview was informed by the tragic events surrounding the Civil War and Reconstruction, so Kurt Vonnegut came to understand humanity through the lens of the Great Depression, the Second World War, and the Cold War. Born November 11, 1922, in Indianapolis, Indiana, Kurt Vonnegut Jr. was the son of a prominent architect father, Kurt Sr., and a socialite mother, Edith. Raised in privilege as a child, his life changed drastically after the family lost most of its wealth during the national economic collapse of 1929. The gloom that settled over the Vonnegut household, ultimately leading to Edith’s suicide in 1944, left the future writer with a profound sense of grief (Allen 1988, 89). While this emotionally troubled home life would leave its own indelible mark on Vonnegut and his work, his academic formation would be no less significant. An aspiring journalist from the time of high school through his years at Cornell University, he assimilated the unadorned, compact style associated with the reporter’s craft. Equally important to Vonnegut’s writing was his seemingly incongruous choice of an undergraduate major in chemistry. The young man’s fascination with science and its role in shaping human destiny would become central to the unique brand of science fiction common to his later novels and short stories. A third, far more palpable experience would come with Vonnegut’s military service in the Second World War. Captured by the Germans at the Battle of the Bulge and imprisoned in a former slaughterhouse in Dresden, he was witness to the cataclysmic Allied firebombing that destroyed the city and killed some 100,000 people. The tragedy would reinforce his pessimism about society, plant the seed of his antiwar sentiments, and furnish him with the focal point for his eventual masterpiece (Vitale 2011). Following the war, after an abortive attempt at a graduate degree in anthropology, Vonnegut returned home to what appeared to be the beginning of a rather unremarkable existence: marriage, a family, and a career as a public relations executive at General Electric. Perceiving what he saw as “the insidious side to the corporate world” (Allen 1991, 4), however, he concluded that his true calling was to be a writer.
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Kurt Vonnegut, 1980. (AP Photo)

The dystopian implications of American capitalism became, not surprisingly, the subject of Vonnegut’s first novel, Player Piano (1953). Far more humorous (and far less brutal) than contemporaneous works such as George Orwell’s 1984 (1949) or Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953), the book portrays human beings not as unhappy slaves to a totalitarian government, but as unwitting thralls in a world controlled by absurd corporations and their increasingly sophisticated machines.

Even though Player Piano seems to have ever-greater relevance in the world of the twenty-first century, it was not a popular success at the time. In his next book, The Sirens of Titan (1959), Vonnegut would find a much wider audience by turning to science fiction as the conduit for his social and philosophical commentary. A less-than-subtle critique of religious faith, the novel suggests that, “Man consistently and foolishly … attributes divine purpose to events that are either pure chance or human folly” (May 1972, 36). A conscious subversion of the sci-fi genre, the text offered its readers ordinary, if not mediocre astronauts; the intentionally pseudoscientific concept of a time-space continuum known as chrono-synclastic infundibula; a Martian invasion of the Earth culminating in a senseless slaughter of the pathetic extraterrestrial army; and a postinterplanetary-war society unified under The Church of God the Utterly Indifferent. Vonnegut was playing with science fiction while mocking his readers’ faith in God, progress, and free will, and they rewarded him with a nomination for the World Science Fiction Society’s Hugo Award for Best Novel. In The Sirens of Titan, Vonnegut had found a voice and, in the process, had established himself as an up-and-coming presence on the cultural stage.

He would continue to develop that voice in his next three novels: Mother Night (1961), Cat’s Cradle (1963), and God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater (1965). In the first of these books, Vonnegut turned to history for his inspiration by telling the absurd first-person story of Howard W. Campbell, an American-playwright-turned-Nazi-propagandist-turned-American spy who is imprisoned in Israel awaiting trial for war crimes. Written in the wake of the real-life 1960 trial of Auschwitz commandant Adolf Eichmann (who appears in Vonnegut’s book as a grotesquely comic egotist intent on writing a best-selling memoir), Mother Night constitutes an important contribution to postmodern fiction in both form and content. As it manipulates the narrative voices implicit in the protagonist’s life—literary fiction, propaganda, autobiography, history—it also raises for its reader the problem of defining morality. Repeating the expression “the moral of the story” throughout the novel, Vonnegut defies his reader to explain exactly what the moral of any narrative, be it story or history, might be. The sardonic tone used in reflecting on the most horrific events of the twentieth century through the eyes of a morally ambiguous antihero reinforces the existential truth of “the terrible freedoms that accompany a world without inherent meaning” (Tally 2009, 114). Reminiscent of Jean-Paul Sartre’s fundamental dictum that “existence precedes essence,” Vonnegut warned his readers in the novel’s 1966 introduction, “We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be” (v). After developing his own distinct brand of social satire in a dystopia and an inter-planetary war, in what has been called his “first mature novel” (Tew 2009, 12), Vonnegut had elevated gallows humor to the level of philosophical inquiry.

For his next book, Cat’s Cradle, he would find an even more pessimistic subject for his distinctive mixture of laughter at and despair for the human race: the end of the world. Cat’s Cradle revisits such familiar Vonnegutian themes as the misuse of science, the inanity of social and political institutions, and the futility of humankind’s quest for existential meaning, but the author’s imagination reaches new heights of creativity with the invention of both the apocalyptic Earth-freezing chemical ice-nine; the cruel Caribbean dictator Papa Monzano; and his nemesis, mystical Calypso-singer-turned-prophet Bokonon. Central to the plot is the fictional, but fully elaborated religion of Bokononism with its litany of invented terminology, such as wampeter (an object that unites a group of people for no rational reason), karass (a group of people who, like the fingers that hold a cat’s cradle string, unknowingly work together to affect human destiny), granfalloon (a false karass having no real connection or purpose), and foma (irrational beliefs that allow humans to function in the world). Shortly before the planet is enveloped in a sheet of ice, the reader discovers the truth of this (and all faiths): “And what opinion did Bokonon hold of his own cosmogony? ‘Foma! Lies!’ he wrote. ‘A pack of foma!’ ” (Vonnegut 1963, 191). One of Vonnegut’s best-known works today, it was not an immediate success. Nor was God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater, a satirical treatment of American capitalism praised by the political left as one of the “few novels which so relentlessly expose the social rationalizations used to justify disparities of wealth and poverty” (Scofield 1981, 41). The author had achieved respectability, even being invited to teach at the prestigious University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop (where he mentored a young John Irving), but interest in his work remained largely limited to the counterculture. A collection of short stories that echoed the same themes, Welcome to the Monkey House (1968), would also meet with limited success. By the time Vonnegut published his next novel, however, the conflict in Vietnam and social upheavals at home had moved that marginalized group to the forefront. The nation was ready for a novel that reflected its hopes and fears. That novel was Slaughterhouse-Five.

Slaughterhouse-Five, or The Children’s Crusade: A Duty Dance with Death, is a book drawn from Vonnegut’s own memory of the Dresden bombing and blended with a strange story of extraterrestrial abduction. One critic has rightly observed, “More than a conventional reminiscence of war, Slaughterhouse-Five is an attempt to describe a new mode of perception that radically alters traditional conceptions of time and morality” (Allen 1991, 81). The novel is the nonlinear story of his aptly named protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, who “has become unstuck in time” (Vonnegut 1969, 29) and exists simultaneously in the United States of the late sixties, in a prisoner of war camp in the doomed city of Dresden, and on planet Tralfamador (whose wise and peaceful but fatalistic race was first introduced in Sirens of Titan) with his fellow alien abductee, the pornographic film actress Montana Wildhack. In the course of satirizing postwar America’s blind faith in God, country, and capitalism, Slaughterhouse-Five focuses thematically on the moral dilemma underlying the principle of an eye (Dresden, Hiroshima) for an eye (the Holocaust, Pearl Harbor). Whether on the grand scale of war or the execution of one of Billy’s fellow POWs for the theft of a teapot, the novel’s answer, as alluded to in its subtitle, is that human existence is an endless cycle of senseless slaughter with humanity’s extinction as the seemingly inevitable consequence. Each of the many references to death in the story is followed by Vonnegut’s morbidly humorous recognition of that reality, which has become one of the most oft-quoted refrains in American literature: “And so it goes.” But whereas his previous novels leave readers with a similarly bleak outlook for humankind, Slaughterhouse-Five ends on a note of consolation, if not optimism. The first clue to this more positive worldview is an illustration on a locket worn by Montana as she nurses Billy’s child. Engraved with the Serenity Prayer made famous by Alcoholics Anonymous, the heart-shaped pendant reads, “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference” (Vonnegut 1969, 267). Ostensibly a tribute to Montana’s alcoholic mother, the locket and its clichéd message capture Vonnegut’s gift for intertwining cynicism and hope. His ensuing epilogue then places Montana’s simple faith into the context of his own pessimism over the state of the world. Noting the grim headlines of the day—the assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy, and the “count of corpses created by military science in Vietnam” (Vonnegut 1969, 268)—the writer reflects that in a world filled with so much senseless violence, he is “not overjoyed” by the Tralfamadorian belief in immortality that was taught to Billy Pilgrim. “Still,” he continues, “if I am going to spend eternity visiting this moment and that, I’m grateful that so many of those moments are nice” (Vonnegut 1969, 269). In a world and a nation apparently fated to a perpetual “dance with death,” Vonnegut’s combination of sarcasm and humanism struck a powerful chord with a generation of war-weary, disaffected baby boomers. As the tumultuous summer of 1969 brought massive peace protests across America, the Stonewall Riots, Woodstock, as well as the first moon landing, Vonnegut’s sci-fi novel with a social consciousness climbed to the top of the New York Times Best Seller List. Suddenly, the man whom the Times now praised as an “indescribable writer whose … books are like nothing else on earth” (“At Last …” 1969) was a cultural icon.

With Slaughterhouse-Five in college backpacks (and on banned book lists) across the nation and his earlier books finding a whole new audience, Vonnegut had attained cult status: “From best seller lists and magazine features to widely reported speeches and commencement addresses, the man and his opinions were sought by an eager public” (Klinkowitz 2009, 63). In spite of young people’s declared refusal to trust anyone over 30, the “wise, eccentric, cranky uncle … proved as useful to the post-war generation as a Bob Dylan song” (Italie 2007). His irreverent pronouncements on everything from politics and the arms race to Eastern philosophy and space travel (much of which is compiled in his collection Wampeters, Foma, and Granfalloons) made national headlines. In addition to numerous academic and literary honors, Vonnegut began to extend his presence into other media. A play, Happy Birthday, Wanda June (1970), enjoyed six-month run on Broadway. The surreal, antiwar mélange of comedy and pathos, including a shuffleboard match in Heaven between Jesus, Judas, Einstein, and Hitler, was adapted to the screen the following year. The much-anticipated 1972 film adaptation of Slaughterhouse-Five, directed by George Roy Hill, was a critical if not popular success, winning a number of prestigious awards including the Grand Jury Prize at the Cannes Film Festival. These two would be the first of 10 motion pictures based on his novels or short stories. Vonnegut even ventured into television, collaborating on Between Time and Timbuktu (1972), an absurdist comedy drawn from a number of his literary works.

Having thus established himself as an influence well beyond the realm of the novel, four years after Slaughterhouse-Five Vonnegut finally returned to that genre with one of his most popular works, Breakfast of Champions (1973). Just as much of Slaughterhouse-Five was drawn from Vonnegut’s experience during World War II, so Breakfast of Champions can be read as the author’s response to the life-changing experience of going from literary obscurity to literary celebrity. A postmodern deconstruction of the traditional novel, replete with authorial interventions, dissonant plot points, and Vonnegut’s own amusing doodles, the book relates the bisecting stories of “two lonesome, skinny, fairly old white men on a planet which was dying fast” (Vonnegut 1973, 7): an unknown science fiction writer named Kilgore Trout (a minor character from several previous novels loosely based on the real sci-fi author Theodore Sturgeon), and Dwayne Hoover, a Babbitt-like owner of a car dealership. Along with his usual comic insights on politics, sex, race, social class, and the environment, the bisecting trajectories of the sane but seemingly mad writer and the mad but seemingly sane businessman permit Vonnegut to comment on two highly personal subjects: the challenge of being a writer and the inevitability of growing old. Breakfast of Champions represented a pivotal moment in Kurt Vonnegut’s career. As he hinted throughout the book that he described as “my fiftieth-birthday present to myself” (Vonnegut 1973, 4), Vonnegut was in the midst of a personal and professional crisis that made him consider giving up writing. The book was a huge commercial success, but already ambivalent critics were harsh on a work that, for some of them, failed to live up to the promise of Slaughterhouse-Five. One reviewer sniped that its “comfortable banalities … in place of ideas” would be embraced nevertheless by Vonnegut’s “groupies.” “Anything,” the critic concluded, “will do for them” (Prescott 1973, 114). The slight reflected an ironic truth: while Vonnegut would endure the labels of “popular” or “middlebrow” writer for the remainder his career—he admitted that his own work was an example of a writer’s declining powers after the age of 50 (Rose 1999)—his influence remained strong with the readers whose social, political, and personal angst he had first educed in the 1960s. Critics questioned later novels such as Jailbird (1979), Deadeye Dick (1982), Galápagos (1985), Bluebeard (1987), Hocus Pocus (1990), and Timequake (1997) for revisiting the same cultural themes from the same cynical perspective. Fans devoured the same books for the same reasons. Among these fans were the numerous younger writers, from Tom Wolfe and John Irving to David Sedaris, on whose own work Kurt Vonnegut had an incalculable impact. Upon learning of Vonnegut’s death in 2007, Wolfe declared, “He’s the closest thing we had to a Voltaire. He could be extremely funny, but there was always a vein of irony underneath. He was never funny just to be funny” (Bone 2007). The comparison is appropriate. Like the French writer who used biting humor to expose the injustices of the ancien régime and inspired a generation of future revolutionaries, Kurt Vonnegut’s irreverent laughter spoke to a sea of young people on the verge of a cultural tidal wave. While critics may not remember the author of Slaughterhouse-Five as the literary equal of the author of Candide—or, for that matter, the author of Huckleberry Finn—historians will surely rank his influence alongside theirs in transforming the ideas of a nation.

Eric Reinholtz
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WARHOL, ANDY (1928–1987)

For most people who recognize his name, even those who are not very familiar with visual art, Andy Warhol probably conjures up images of pop art. Warhol was one of the most prominent and memorable figures of the pop art movement, though he was not one of the initial founders or creators. Still, his fame has without a doubt lasted much longer than 15 minutes. Warhol’s pop art, controversially, combined visual expression across many media outlets, including drawing, painting, prints, photography, silk screening, sculpture, film, and advertising. His paintings are some of the most expensive ever sold, including a piece produced in 1963, Eight Elvises, which was sold in 2009 for $100 million. Another Warhol rendering of Elvis Presley was included in the international show featured at the National Portrait Gallery in London, England, starting in 2000, “Painting the Century: 101 Portrait Masterpieces 1900–2000.” A portrait done of Warhol by Jean-Michel Basquiat, who collaborated with Warhol later in Warhol’s life, was also featured. This art show is just one example of the type of fame and influence Warhol and his work reached in and after his relatively short life.

Toward the end of his career, Warhol started working with computers when creating his art, making him one of the first to do so and thus a pioneer in the field. He also founded the fashion and celebrity gossip magazine Interview in 1969, which still continues on after his death. Posthumously, Warhol holds the honor of being the subject of the largest museum in the United States dedicated to a single artist. It is also one of the most comprehensive single-artist venues in the world. The museum is located in his hometown of Pittsburgh just a few miles from his childhood home (Bockris 1989, 4). Opening its doors to the public in 1994, the museum holds more than 12,000 works by the artist, including 610 “time capsules” that Warhol began putting together in 1974. Warhol filled his time capsules with letters, media clippings, souvenirs, even food, and sent them to storage. To celebrate the museum’s 10th anniversary, a bridge was renamed in Pittsburgh after the artist.

In Warhol’s personal life, which was also public to some extent, he lived an openly gay life that is particularly notable due to the fact that a large part of it was lived before gay liberation. As he put it, “I just wasn’t going to care, because those were all the things that I didn’t want to change anyway, that I didn’t think I ‘should’ want to change” (Warhol and Hackett 1980, 11). Some of Warhol’s early submissions to fine-art galleries, notably erotic drawings of male nudes, were rejected on the basis of being too openly gay, though some less risqué versions did appear in a 1956 exhibit, “Drawings for a Boy-Book,” at the Bodley Gallery for Modern and New Art in New York City. Warhol’s studio doubled as a nightclub and salon, providing a meeting place for other artists and everyone who appreciated their work.
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Andy Warhol, 1976. (AP Photo/Richard Drew)

Warhol’s parents immigrated to the United States from contemporary Slovakia before Warhol’s birth (on August 6, 1928), eventually settling in the Oakland neighborhood of Pittsburgh (Dillenberger 2001, 7; Bockris 1989, 4–5). Warhol began drawing as a child in elementary school, or rather when he was not in school, as he was often confined to his bed due to illness. Shortly thereafter he also began collecting photos of movie stars and DC comic book characters, using them to decorate his room. Warhol’s appreciation of celebrity culture became a pervasive theme in his life and work. He was once quoted as saying, “I love Hollywood. They’re so beautiful. Everything’s plastic, but I love plastic. I want to be plastic” (Bockris and Malanga 2002, 66). After high school, Warhol enrolled at the Carnegie Institute of Technology (now Carnegie Mellon University) with the intent of becoming a commercial artist after his graduation in 1949. The same year he moved to New York City to start a career in advertising. New York was his home base for the rest of his life. Some of the work Warhol did soon after his move was for Bonwit Teller, 
Glamour magazine, Harper’s Bazaar, NBC, and Tiffany and Co. In the 1950s, some of the illustrations that Warhol did to sell I. Miller shoes gained attention. His first show where only his work was featured was held at the Hugo Gallery in New York City and called “Fifteen Drawings Based on the Writings of Truman Capote.” Warhol’s first group art show was at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) in early 1956, which proved to be a big year for Warhol. Later that year his shoe drawings were displayed in an exhibit called “The Golden Slipper Show or Shoes Shoe in America” held at the Bodley Gallery.

Warhol was soon hired by Columbia Records to design album covers in the then booming recording industry. Some of the albums that Warhol designed covers for throughout his life included This Is John Wallowitch!!! (1964), The Velvet Underground & Nico (1967), the Rolling Stones’ Sticky Fingers (1971) and Love You Live (1977)—though Mick Jagger altered the latter slightly with some pencil smears, thus allegedly upsetting Warhol—John Cale’s albums The Academy in Peril (1972) and Honi Soit (1981), Diana Ross’s Silk Electric (1982), and Aretha Franklin’s Aretha (1986). Throughout his career, Warhol’s images appear very casual in their not following established conventions, giving way to what many artists would consider mistakes “when you do something exactly wrong, you always turn up something” (Warhol and Hackett 1980, 362). In the mid-1950s, Warhol’s work was shown in Los Angeles, marking the first time his pop art was seen on the West Coast (Lippard 1970, 158). Later solo shows in New York City included “A Show of Golden Pictures” (1957) and “Wild Raspberries” (1959).

During the 1960s, Warhol began producing the works featuring images that are now associated with his legendary style and the entire pop art movement. Accordingly, iconic celebrities like Marlon Brando, Marilyn Monroe, Elizabeth Taylor, and objects such as currency, mushroom clouds, weapons, Campbell’s Soup cans, Coca-Cola bottles, sometimes accompanied by newspaper headlines or photographs, became signature Warhol pieces and emblems of the pop art movement. The subject of the work would largely determine the tone of the piece as comedic or tragic as Warhol’s techniques and selected color palette would be the same regardless. It was also during this time that his studio, The Factory, was founded, painted silver, and began to draw crowds to parties surrounded by his work. The Factory was at different times located at two unique locations in New York City. From these audiences Warhol found collaborators as well as some people he singled out and designated as “superstars” who appeared in films that were associated with, and sometimes shot at, The Factory. One of Warhol’s most famous “superstars” was model and actress Edie Sedgwick.

During the height of activity at The Factory, Warhol made 600 films and an additional 500 four-minute black-and-white shorts featuring people and superstars who frequented The Factory. There are about 2,000 other miscellaneous Warhol videos. Some of his more famous films include shorter pieces like Eat (1963) and Blow Job (1964), as well as a six-hour piece entitled Sleep (1963) and an eight-hour piece called Empire (1964). An important influence in some of Warhol’s lesser known, or at least less publicized and praised, films was gay and camp culture. Some of these films in which he marries sexuality and art include My Hustler (1965), Bike Boy (1967), and Lonesome Cowboys (1968). Because of his ties to the community, many of Warhol’s films premiered in gay porn theatres regardless of whether their content matched the venue or not. His most successful film was Chelsea Girls (1966), which when properly screened shows two unique 16-millimeter reels simultaneously. Chelsea Girls was screened to sold-out audiences in Los Angeles, New York City, and Cannes, France. The accompanying soundtrack for each film was raised and lowered in opposition throughout the screenings. Some of Warhol’s other films were inspired by other cultural products that spoke to Warhol, like DC Comics’ Batman character, inspiring Batman Dracula (1964) and Vinyl (1965), which is an adaptation of Anthony Burgess’s wildly popular novel A Clockwork Orange (1962). The last film made officially at The Factory was Blue Movie (1969), but Warhol had removed himself from filmmaking a year prior. Regardless, his name continued to appear on films associated with the constellation of Factory artists; however, the films themselves were targeted at more mainstream audiences, and likely Warhol’s name was used to attract the biggest audiences possible. In the 1970s, he pulled most of his films out of circulation, but in 1984 he donated some to MOMA, and thousands more were later found, restored, and rereleased after his death.

Shortly before Warhol gave up filmmaking, he became involved with music via the band the Velvet Underground. He was involved in other artistic audio endeavors as well, carrying around a portable tape recorder wherever he went taping everything everyone said, allegedly referring to the device as his wife. Another piece of Warhol’s audio art was his “Invisible Sculpture” where burglar alarms would sound when someone entered the room where the sculpture was housed. Some of his recorded conversations formed the basis of his play Pork, which opened in New York City in 1971. Warhol also employed some interns to transcribe the contents of over 3,400 tapes that would be edited and published after his death as The Warhol Diaries (1987).

Warhol acted as the Velvet Underground’s manager and incorporated them into his multimedia performance art, culminating in his 1966 piece The Exploding Plastic Inevitable (Bourdon 1989, 221–25). He introduced the band to Nico, one of his “superstars,” insisting that she sing with them; however, the band didn’t want to take her on completely. A compromise was reached, and in 1966, Warhol produced their first album as The Velvet Underground & Nico. Returning to his professional artistic roots, Warhol also provided the legendary cover art for the album. Disagreements with the band continued, eventually resulting in a parting of the ways between the Velvet Underground and Warhol. Warhol’s lifestyle and work, however, continued to influence music, particularly in new wave and punk genres, including the artists making up the band Devo, the B-52s, and David Bowie, whose album Hunky Dory (1971) features a song called “Andy Warhol.”

Some of Warhol’s collaborators at The Factory helped him develop ideas, while others were involved with more hands-on elements of visual arts production including assisting with film, photography, and silk-screening. Critics of Warhol and artists like him did not accept his renderings of consumer culture as high art, or art period, engaging the age-old “what is, or can be, art” conversations, a subject that Warhol seemed to want to engage with via his work but not his words. He regularly refused to explain his art to the media and other critics, partially due to his shy demeanor and partially because he seemed bored by the process, preferring instead to provoke a state of confusion or contemplation via his artwork. One such example includes a series from the 1980s that involved painting with copper and oxidizing it with urine. This was another project where Warhol had help from collaborators, though from his diaries he did suggest that he used his own urine early in the series. The “what is art” debate followed him closely through this decade and beyond, resulting in negative and positive attention and boosting both the fame of Warhol as an individual and of his art.

In 1968, he and one of his Factory friends, Mario Amaya, were shot in the doorway of his studio by an occasional frequenter of Warhol’s parties, Valeria Solanas (Schaffner 1999, 79). Warhol was hurt substantially worse than Amaya. Amaya was released from the hospital the same day he was admitted, while Warhol nearly died of heart failure in surgery. This incident provoked the beginning of some significant changes in his life and work including the scene as it was known until this point at The Factory. Who was there became much more closely monitored, and it was substantially less open in terms of free comings and goings. Warhol’s documentation of his life seemed to intensify after the shooting. Compared to the period from the early 1960s to the late 1960s, there was a drastic shift in the atmosphere at The Factory (Warhol and Hackett 1980, 287–95). Warhol eventually returned to a closer semblance of his former busy social scene, just not on his own turf. He became very fond of visiting the infamous Studio 54 nightclub in the later 1970s, becoming a regular during the legendary nightclub’s heyday. Less publicized is the fact that during his time in New York City he also frequently spent time volunteering in homeless shelters.

At the end of the 1970s, Warhol cofounded the New York Academy of Art. In the early to mid-1980s, in collaboration with Jean-Michel Basquiat, he produced his last and largest series of paintings, which seemed somewhat out of character at the time of their release given that they were on religious themes. During the bulk of his lifetime, Warhol successfully kept his religious life private. Like his other work before these series, the Details of Renaissance Paintings (1984) and The Last Supper (1986) cycle received both positive and negative reactions, though Warhol’s opinion of them was unequivocally that they were masterpieces (Dillenberger 2001, 10–11). This was the largest series of religious imagery ever produced by an American artist, including almost 100 variations on the theme, indicating an almost obsessive interest in the subject matter. Warhol died in New York City in 1987 while recovering from gallbladder surgery that he put off after experiencing sharp pain in his side during a trip to Italy while attending the opening of The Last Supper in Milan. Warhol was buried in Pittsburgh, but thousands of people attended the memorial held in New York City, including admirer Liza Minnelli. Yoko Ono and Warhol’s friend and collaborator from The Factory, Brigid Berlin, read at the service.

Many more works centered on religious themes were discovered after Warhol’s death. He was a practicing Catholic who regularly attended Mass and made frequent visits to his church, though allegedly not to attend confession. At the age of 50, Warhol implied in an interview that his was still a virgin, with the exception of “a mixture of voyeurism and masturbation” (Dillenberger 2001, 16). His religious series are noticeably influenced by eastern Christian art that would have been prevalent in his chosen places of worship.

The vast majority of his estate was used to establish the Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, which continues to be one of the largest organizations supporting visual artists in the United States, funding exhibitions, scholarship, and other artistic projects. Since its inception, the foundation has supported over 200 exhibitions of Warhol’s work across the globe. Joel Wachs is the current president and chairman, taking the position after resigning from municipal politics in California in 2001. In 2007, in honor of the foundation’s 20th anniversary, more than 28,500 Warhol photographs were donated to more than 180 colleges and universities across the country. This project was undertaken to widen the audience for his work. Warhol often used these photographs as reference points for other drawings, paintings and prints. Three books have been published exhibiting the photographs, Andy Warhol’s Exposures (1979), America (1985), and Andy Warhol’s Party Book (1988).

Until 2011, there was a private corporation established by the Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board Inc., also based in New York City. This board was necessary because of Warhol’s high production output levels. The board met three times a year to examine newly discovered works thought to be touched by Warhol’s hands as the foundation also seeks to document, locate, restore, and preserve all of his impressive body of work across disparate media. After his death, Warhol’s life and work has been the subject of four documentaries, Absolut Warhola (Mucha 2001), Andy Warhol: A Documentary (Burns 2006), Andy Warhol: Double Denied (Yentob 2007), and Andy Warhol’s Factory People (Shorr 2008). Double Denied discusses some of the challenges in authenticating a genuine Warhol work, which the Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board received criticism for, as their methods to determine authenticity seemed arbitrary when compared to processes used by other bodies governing the genuine nature of artwork. The Andy Warhol Art Authentication Board decided to stop meeting so that the foundation would have more funds to dedicate to its mandate of funding, promoting, and supporting appreciation for visual arts.

Warhol became best known for his films and paintings; however, he worked in a variety of other media as well. His best-known sculptures are Brillo Boxes, some of which now live at the National Art Gallery in Canada, though border control questioned what duty needed to be applied, convinced they were a commercial as opposed to an artistic product. The Brillo Boxes were originally part of a series of “grocery cartons” that also included Heinz ketchup and Campbell’s tomato juice cases. Another famous sculptural piece of Warhol’s is Silver Clouds, which was a group of helium-filled silver mylar balloons. One of the clouds toured with the exhibition Air Art in 1968 and 1969. Some other clouds were included in avant-garde choreographer Merce Cunnigham’s piece Rainforest in 1968 (Bourdon 1989, 231). Allegedly, a tiny drawing of Warhol’s was sent to the moon in 1969 on the mission of Apollo 12, whose crew supposedly brought a tiny “moon museum” that included the work of six famous artists from the 1960s. Warhol’s contribution to the project were his initials that are positioned to look like a spaceship; on first glance, however, they definitely resemble a penis. Often when the “moon museum” is displayed or photographed, Warhol’s “initials” are covered.

Though Warhol was incredibly popular while he was alive, the demand for his work has actually increased since his death, a phenomenon that often takes place with deceased artists and their work. The continuing popularity and prevalence of his work, which constantly challenged highbrow definitions of art, demonstrates the continued influence and relevance of his products across media and culture.

Mary Shearman
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WARNER BROTHERS, THE

Warner Bros.’ “WB” logo is one of the most familiar on the mass-media landscape, appearing at the outset of such classic films as Casablanca (Curtiz 1942) and contemporary ones like The Dark Knight (Nolan 2008), or framing a stuttering Porky Pig as he emerges to announce “That’s all, folks!” at the end of a cartoon featuring Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, or any one of a host of other instantly recognizable characters. The Warner name travels more widely still, having since 1990 appeared on the nameplate of Time Warner, one of the world’s largest media conglomerates. As abstract entities, then, the “Warner Brothers” are familiar enough, but the four men who laid the foundations of the Warner empire a century ago are far less well known. The Warner brothers’ claim to have shaped entertainment in the United States and beyond rests on several pillars, including their studio’s distinctive contributions in the areas of animation, gangster films, and torn-from-the-headlines melodramas, not to mention their role in the establishment of the Hollywood studio system. However, their strongest claim arises from the critical part they played in bringing sound to the American cinema, a development that moved both the film industry and film art in significantly new directions.
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Three of the four Warner Brothers (from left, Jack, Harry, and Albert), 1944. (Bettmann/CORBIS)

The Warner brothers—Harry, Abe, Sam, and Jack—were 4 of 12 children born to Russian Jewish émigrés Benjamin Warner (1857–1935) and Pearl Leah Eichelbaum (1857–1934). Both parents came from the Polish village of Krasnosielc (or Krasnashiltz), then located within Czarist Russia’s Pale of Settlement, a region to which the majority of Russia’s Jews were confined and where they were victimized by the notorious anti-Semitic pogroms of the time. A cobbler by trade, Warner was one of many Russian Jews who fled to the United States, arriving in 1883 at the age of 26, with Pearl and two children following sometime later; the younger child, Hirsch, would eventually captain the Warner Bros. enterprise to the top ranks of the Hollywood studios. The Warner name, like those of Harry (Hirsch), Sam (Schmuel), and Jack (Jacob), was acquired somewhere on the voyage from Russian émigrés to American entrepreneurs. Although the original family name is often said to have been lost on that voyage, Harry’s granddaughter Cass Warner Sperling’s documentary The Brothers Warner (2008) suggests that it was likely Wonskolaser.

To state that the family “settled” in Baltimore, where Benjamin returned to his trade, would be to misrepresent the restless nature of those early years in the New World, which included a stint in the Canadian fur trade, a return to Baltimore, and another relocation to Youngstown, Ohio, where Benjamin’s shoemaking business was expanded to include a butcher shop and a grocery store. None of the Warner children completed a formal education, and all of the brothers worked in the family businesses or supplemented the family income in other ways, from selling newspapers in Baltimore to more ambitious enterprises like the bicycle shop Harry opened in Youngstown. It was this entrepreneurial spirit that guided the Warners into the film industry, still in its infancy around 1904 when the family pooled its resources to acquire a second-hand Edison Kinetoscope projector and a single print of one of the landmarks of early narrative cinema, Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train Robbery (1903).

The brothers set up their first nickelodeon in a rented shop-front in Niles, Ohio, to capture the crowds brought into town by a visiting carnival. Cass Warner Sperling provides a romantic picture of this early venture, with Abe selling tickets while amateur technician Sam ran the projector and feverishly spliced together the fragile film whenever it broke (1994, 32). As the audience dwindled, other towns, shop-fronts and viewers were sought out. Eventually, Harry sold his bicycle shop, and the Warners purchased their first cinema, the Cascade Theatre, which opened in New Castle, Pennsylvania, in February 1907. The Cascade had no difficulty drawing audiences, but the brothers faced the same challenges encountered by other exhibitors: the most popular films were difficult to acquire, and rental or purchase prices were high. The solution to this problem lay in yet another family enterprise. Film exchanges were beginning to appear at this time, companies that would purchase films from producers and then rent them to various exhibitors, easing the difficulties of small exhibitors and generating significant profits along the way. The brothers formed such an exchange, the Duquesne Amusement Supply Company, which met with such success that they sold the Cascade and opened another film exchange in Norfolk, Virginia. This still small but thriving film-distribution business, along with most other independent exchanges, was brought to a halt by the efforts of Thomas Edison and several of the leading film producers and distributors of the day, who in 1908 formed the Motion Picture Patents Company (MPPC), familiarly known as the “Edison Trust,” which sought to establish a monopoly within the new industry. For a brief interlude, the Warners were out of the movie business.

By 1912, however, the brothers were testing the rough waters once again, this time forming a film production company, Warner Features. While Harry and Abe maintained a base in New York, Sam and Jack joined the exodus of film producers and distributors to California, where the land was inexpensive and the weather more conducive to film production—and Edison’s lawyers and enforcers were thousands of miles away. The Edison threat diminished over time, effectively ending in 1915 with an antitrust decision against the MPPC, and the Warners were able to carry on their business as marginal players in the emerging Hollywood studio system. Faced with severe budget restrictions, they rented available production space until 1918, when they acquired the first in a series of humble studios, including one on Hollywood’s “Poverty Row” in 1919. The company’s first major success was My Four Years in Germany (Nigh 1918), a timely adaptation of a best-selling memoir by James W. Gerard, the U.S. ambassador to Germany prior to America’s entry into World War I. However, more typical of the Warners’ early output was less prestigious fare, such as the series of 19 films featuring dog actor Rin Tin Tin, whose popularity did much to keep needed cash flowing. Signs of improving fortunes in the early 1920s included the addition to the Warners’ stable of German director Ernst Lubitsch and celebrated actor John Barrymore, as well as the building of palatial Warner theaters in New York and Los Angeles. What guaranteed the Warners’ ascension in Hollywood, though, and their place in the history of American popular entertainment, was their ambitious and risky investment aimed at bringing recorded, synchronized sound to the cinema.

The American cinema’s transition to sound in the late 1920s marked the culmination of a long history of attempts to marry sound and moving pictures. As early as 1895, Edison’s Kinetophone provided musical accompaniment to moving “peep-show” images, for instance, while Léon Gaumont’s Chronophone, first demonstrated in 1902, used a sound-on-disc system to record vaudeville acts, dramatic sequences, and opera selections. Surrounding these two devices were a myriad of others, all too complicated, delicate, ineffective, or expensive to make the sought-after breakthrough. The various systems fell into two broad categories: those that used recorded sound on discs, which would then have to be synchronized with the moving images captured on film, and those that attempted to convert sound into light waves, which could be captured on film along with visual images. Both of these approaches were still very much in play in the middle years of the 1920s when the sound revolution began to transform the cinema. William Fox, head of the Fox Film Corporation, had invested in Movietone, a sound-on-film system developed by physicists Theodore Case and Earl Sponable, with a plan to produce talking newsreels. Fox demonstrated Movietone to reporters in February 1927 and converted 26 of his larger, first-run theaters to the Movietone system on the strength of that successful demonstration; the first of his sound newsreels premiered on April 30th of that year. At the same time, Warner Bros. was pursuing its rival Vitaphone system, a sound-on-disc system developed by Western Electric.

Fox and Warner Bros. were alone in their willingness to take on the risk involved in developing these new sound-recording technologies. The attitude among Hollywood’s major players was much more conservative: they chose to sit back and see which, if either, of the two rival systems would win out before undertaking the cost of conversion themselves. There were several good reasons for the general reluctance to wade into these uncertain waters. The cost of converting studios and cinemas would be great, and there was no guarantee that sound would be anything more than a passing folly. There were also foreign markets to consider: translating intertitle cards was a relatively inexpensive process, but recorded English dialogue would constitute a new obstacle for American films abroad. Thus, Loew’s, Universal, First National, Paramount, and the Producers Distributing Corporation signed a formal agreement in 1927, stating that they would act together and adopt, in due course and after careful study, a single system that would become the industry standard.

For Warner Bros., however, Vitaphone was the central pillar of a broad and ambitious strategy to pull even with Hollywood’s so-called major studios, a strategy devised by Harry Warner and Wall Street financier Waddill Catchings, who joined Warner Bros.’ board of directors in 1925 and whose presence in the company made possible the financing of a major expansion. Following a year of experimentation involving technicians from Warners and Western Electric, the Vitaphone Corporation was officially created in April 1926, with Warners investing the enormous sum of $3 million. The gala premiere of the Vitaphone system took place at the Warner’s New York film palace on August 6, 1926. The program began with a series of Vitaphone shorts: a filmed greeting from MMPDA (Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America) president Will Hays was followed by operatic, classical, and vaudeville selections. The centerpiece of the evening was the world’s first sound feature, Don Juan (Crosland), a romantic melodrama starring Warner Bros.’ biggest star, John Barrymore. All of the film’s dialogue appeared, as had long been the case in the silent cinema, on intertitle cards, but the Vitaphone soundtrack featured an orchestral score as well as the sounds of clashing swords. The film was a great critical success, but a corresponding financial success could be achieved only if there were more theaters equipped with the Vitaphone system. Accordingly, Warner Bros. further extended its commitment to Vitaphone, fitting out nearly 100 of its theaters by the end of 1926.

The second Vitaphone feature was The Jazz Singer (Crosland), whose premiere on October 6, 1927, at the same Broadway cinema that had launched Don Juan a year earlier clearly marked the end of the silent era and the dawn of the “talkies.” This melodrama featuring Broadway star Al Jolson now appears very obviously a transitional film: for most of its 90 minutes, it looks and sounds like a silent movie; as with Don Juan, the dialogue appears on intertitle cards, and only the musical score is heard throughout. Jolson’s songs, however, are both seen and heard; more significantly, his improvised patter during and after the songs “Blue Skies” and “Dirty Hands, Dirty Face” is also heard on the soundtrack, lending those moments the flavor of Jolson’s live performances. The effect on audiences was tremendous, and the hitherto reluctant Hollywood majors were finally convinced that sound had a place in the future of film. When the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences convened for its first annual awards brunch in May 1929, The Jazz Singer received special recognition as “the outstanding pioneer talking picture, which has revolutionized the industry.”

Given the enormous costs involved, the rapidity of Hollywood’s transition to sound appears remarkable, at least until the potential profits involved are factored in. Film historian Douglas Gomery reports that Paramount, Fox, and Loew’s (MGM) all saw their profits increase by several million dollars between 1928 and 1929 (1985, 22). According to Gomery, Hollywood produced only talkies by the fall of 1930, although David Parkinson suggests that some silent production carried on for another year or so in order to supply the export market and a dwindling number of small-town cinemas not yet wired for sound (1995, 85). Having invested so heavily in its Vitaphone system from the mid-1920s, though, Warner Bros. was able to complete its conversion by the fall of 1928, leaving the company well positioned to benefit early from the overwhelming demand for talking pictures. Gomery reports that Warners’ profits for 1928–1929 jumped a staggering 600 percent, to $12 million (1985, 23). Harry Warner continued to acquire cinema chains and exchanges, and by 1930, Warner Bros. had joined the ranks of Hollywood’s major players.

Of course, the impact of the sound revolution extended well beyond the Warners’ boardroom; the movies themselves were dramatically changed. The sound era quickly gave rise to a new and immensely popular film genre, the musical, and new singing and dancing stars, such as Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers in films like Flying Down to Rio (Freeland 1933) and The Gay Divorcee (Sandrich 1934). Film animation also entered a golden age, with Walt Disney introducing Mickey and Minnie Mouse to filmgoers in his first sound short, Steamboat Willie (Iwerks 1928), which was followed by dozens of Mickey and “Silly Symphonies” shorts en route to Disney’s groundbreaking animated features, including Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (Cottrell and Hand 1937), Pinocchio (Ferguson and Hee 1940), and Fantasia (Stokowski and Taylor 1940). While Disney remained the unquestioned leader in animation for decades, Warners’ own animated series, “Merrie Melodies” and “Looney Tunes,” remain beloved television staples several decades after their first appearance on cinema screens and, owing to their long television history, are now the most well-known animated shorts from the studio era. Other genres were also significantly affected by the arrival of sound: the gangster film achieved its familiar style at this time, with the wise-guy patter of Warner contract players Edward G. Robinson (Little Caesar, LeRoy 1931) and James Cagney (The Public Enemy, Wellman 1931) crashing into the popular imagination amidst the sound of Tommy guns, screeching tires, and shattering glass. Screen comedy, too, was transformed, as the slapstick style associated with silent film stars like Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin gave way to forms that explored the possibilities of synchronized dialogue, such as the manic banter of the Marx Brothers in films like The Cocoanuts (Florey and Santley 1929) and Animal Crackers (Heerman 1930) or the clever repartee of the new “screwball” comedies such as Trouble in Paradise (Lubitsch 1932) or It Happened One Night (Capra 1934). Acting styles in general underwent a significant change, with the dramatic gestures and facial expressions of the silent cinema giving way to subtler performances in which synchronized dialogue, music, and sound effects could convey emotional states hitherto communicable only by miming actors, intertitles, and live musical accompaniment. This more realistic style was accompanied by a new emphasis on smaller, more intimate narratives in the American cinema; as Paul Grainge, Mark Jancovich, and Sharon Monteith have observed, with notable exceptions, the monumental ambitions of filmmakers like D. W. Griffith (The Birth of a Nation, 1915; Intolerance, 1916) or Cecil B. DeMille (The Ten Commandments, 1923) would recede in Hollywood cinema until the struggling studios would turn again to such spectacles in the 1950s to counter the challenge of television (2007,151).

There were casualties of the changeover, of course. While both Chaplin and Keaton continued to work in the cinema, both men’s careers dwindled. Chaplin’s “little tramp” was probably the single most familiar film icon in the world from around 1914, when the character debuted, until the end of the silent era, but the Tramp was emphatically a creature of the silent cinema. One of the more prominent dissenters as the industry and audiences embraced sound, Chaplin greeted the new era by producing two effectively silent films featuring his signature character, City Lights (1931) and Modern Times (1936), before retiring the familiar bowler hat and cane. For other performers, the transition was more difficult still. Those who did not speak English, whose English was heavily accented, or whose voices were perhaps not as easy on the ear as their faces and figures were on the eye were likely to find themselves struggling to get work. Polish star Pola Negri, for instance, saw the highly successful American phase of her career end in 1932. Louise Brooks, whose bobbed hairstyle was a defining feature of the “flapper” era, quickly faded from view in the 1930s, as did numerous others. There were also survivors, though; considerable apprehension preceded the release of MGM superstar Greta Garbo’s first talking feature, Anna Christie (Brown 1930), but, after some language coaching, Garbo’s deep voice and heavy Swedish accent turned out to be significant assets rather than otherwise.

The arrival of sound also created a range of sometimes exasperating technical challenges, a circumstance humorously recalled in the film musical Singin’ in the Rain (Kelly and Donen 1952), which retells the story of the transition. For the first few years, the camera had to be confined within an uncomfortable “icebox” so that its noisy operation would not be picked up by the microphones—which created problems of their own, being ill suited to the reproduction of genuinely realistic sound. While no early “talkie” achieves the unintentional hilarity of Singin’ in the Rain’s film-within-the-film, The Laughing Cavalier, early sound films do tend to produce the occasional awkward, illusion-destroying moment.

Finally, the industry itself was reshaped in the wake of the conversion to film sound. As Nick Roddick notes, the tremendous costs of that conversion left the big studios reliant on massive outside investment. Also, films now cost significantly more to produce and exhibit. In short, the entire industry now existed on a grander financial scale (1983, 10). The burgeoning profits of the late 1920s gave rise to a series of mergers and acquisitions whose end result was the industrial landscape on which Hollywood’s golden age would play out. MGM, Warner Bros., Fox (later Twentieth Century-Fox), Paramount, and the newly established RKO—itself a child of the industrial shake-up brought on by the conversion to sound—were the five “integrated majors,” the studios that not only produced and distributed films but also owned major theater chains. On Hollywood’s second tier were Columbia, Universal, and United Artists, the “major minors,” large producers and distributors that did not own cinema chains. Below them were the many producers of low-budget shorts and B-features, including the former neighbors the Warners had left behind on Poverty Row.

Warner Bros. retained its prominent position throughout the era of the Hollywood studio system, and the company remained in family hands throughout. Sam Warner died suddenly of a cerebral hemorrhage in 1927, just a day before the history-making debut of The Jazz Singer, which none of the grieving brothers attended. The timing of his death is particularly ironic in light of his enthusiastic commitment to the Vitaphone project: according to most accounts, Sam was the brother most closely attached to the Warners’ great experiment in sound. Abe remained mostly a silent partner, while Harry continued to run the business as company president. The youngest of the four, Jack, oversaw production—although film historians are inclined to lay most of the credit for the distinctive Warner Bros. house style at the feet of nominal underlings Darryl F. Zanuck and, later, Hal Wallis. Jack took sole control of the company in 1956 through a stunning act of betrayal that ended his personal relationship with his two older brothers along with his professional one; having persuaded Harry and Abe to join him in selling Warner Bros. to a Boston-based syndicate, he then acquired a majority of the shares himself and moved into the presidency his brother had reluctantly vacated. Jack Warner remained in that position until his retirement in 1969, the last of the old Hollywood moguls, a remnant of another time as the “New Hollywood” began to take shape around him.

Brian Patton
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WASSERMAN, LEW (1913–2002)

Born Lewis Robert Wasserman in Cleveland, Ohio, on March 15, 1913, Lew Wasserman grew up to become arguably “the most powerful man in Hollywood” (Vallance 2002) for the four decades after World War II. The son of Russian immigrants, Wasserman worked as a cinema usher while still at high school. In 1936, he married Edith Beckerman, and, too poor to afford to go to college, he embarked on a showbiz career by advertising and booking bands for the Mayfair Casino, a Cleveland nightspot. The majority of these bookings came via the Music Corporation of America (MCA), whose founder, Jules Stein, was so impressed with Wasserman’s diplomacy and resourcefulness that he offered the young booker a job, leading to his becoming Stein’s protégé. However, at this stage in the company’s history, MCA was a relatively small operation based in Chicago, and it was not until 1938, when Wasserman was charged with opening a branch of MCA in Los Angeles, that he was able to expand MCA’s stable to include film stars and movie directors as well as the company’s traditional roster of variety acts and bandleaders such as Artie Shaw and Tommy Dorsey. Ten years after Wasserman joined MCA, he was made president of the company and instigated a tough regime—employees had to keep to a strict uniform of dark suits in order to denote their serious, businesslike attitude and had to work 16-hour days in order to be almost constantly available to their clients. For Wasserman, the client was all-important, and he protected their interests at every opportunity. This included hushing up Betty Grable’s out-of-wedlock pregnancy and Clarke Gable’s arrest for drunk driving (Vallance 2002), issues that would seriously have compromised the careers of those stars. In more general terms, Wasserman fought against the seven-year contracts that star actors so hated to be tied to, showed his clients how to avoid paying high levels of taxation, and generally helped them to exercise greater control over the work they took. His reputation as a great agent was such that most of Hollywood’s major talent joined his stable at some point. Initially, Wasserman expanded MCA’s pool of stars by taking on Bette Davis and Joan Crawford, but then in 1945, MCA took over the prestigious Hayward agency, which represented over 200 clients including James Stewart (Neale and Smith 1998, 49). Other Wasserman clients over the years would include the directors Alfred Hitchcock and Billy Wilder and the actors Shirley Temple, Tony Curtis, Judy Garland, Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly, Gregory Peck, and Ronald Reagan, for whom Wasserman negotiated the first $1 million contract with Warner Bros.
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Lew Wasserman, 1976. (AP Photo)

One of Wasserman’s greatest strengths was his ability to broker innovative contracts for his clients. The American taxation system of the 1940s differed greatly from that of today, with top-flight earners paying up to 88 percent of their income to the government in taxes. To circumvent this high taxation, Wasserman theorized that his clients should incorporate themselves and list their various creative outputs (films, records, etc.) as businesses (Hilmes 2007, 155). This meant that Wasserman’s clients would not receive a salary and therefore would not be taxed as individuals. Instead they would become heads of corporate production companies and so would pay corporate tax that had an upper limit of 25 percent. Thus, Wasserman’s clients would pay significantly less tax and be financially far better off. He would then help them to sell their newly incorporated selves as packages to companies such as CBS. In 1948, Wasserman received the go-ahead for his plan from the head of CBS, William Paley, and announced that the Amos ’n’ Andy Show had joined CBS after airing for nearly 20 years on rival station NBC. CBS had bought the show as an incorporated “package” (Hilmes 2007, 155), and so began the exodus of star acts from NBC to CBS that would result in CBS’s dominance over its rival. One of CBS’s biggest coups was capturing Jack Benny from NBC. Benny was a Wasserman client and, feeling undervalued at NBC, jumped at the chance to join CBS in a deal that made him a multimillionaire. The Jack Benny Show would go on to be one of CBS’s most reliably high-rated shows for over two decades, and Benny’s defection to CBS led to an influx of comedians jumping to CBS from NBC, asking Wasserman to broker for them the same deal he had brokered for Benny (Hilmes 2007, 156).

Another of the influential contracts brokered by Wasserman came in 1950 when he offered Universal-International James Stewart to star in Anthony Mann’s Winchester ’73 for a percentage of the film’s profits rather than a fee. Wasserman had previously sold Stewart’s services to the studio for Harvey (Koster), also 1950, and while it is debatable whether Stewart was the first actor to take a percentage of the profits deal, the contracts Wasserman brokered for him were groundbreaking as it was the first time an actor had made a fortune from working for a percentage-of-the-profits sharing package. Stewart’s deal was considered by some to be a huge gamble as Universal-International was a lesser company, but the risk paid off, with some estimating that he eventually took home half of the income generated by Winchester ’73 (Neale and Smith 1998, 50). Although Wasserman brokered such innovative and lucrative deals for his clients, he was aware that his own power would diminish should his stars decide to move to another agency. Indeed, by brokering contracts such as Stewart’s for Winchester ’73, Wasserman shifted the power balance in Hollywood as movie stars were transformed from studio employees under contract to profit partners, creating a Hollywood that was increasingly celebrity driven, with actors helping to determine which films studios would make, which films they would appear in, and how much they would be paid for their services. It was suggested that involving MCA directly in film and television productions represented a conflict of interests as Wasserman would be hiring clients he represented. However, the president of the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) at this time was Ronald Reagan, another of Wasserman’s clients, and Wasserman was granted exemption from a union law stating that talent agents must not be involved in production negotiations. Amid a certain amount of controversy, MCA later arranged a number of jobs for Reagan in Las Vegas and paid him $100,000 per year to host GE Theatre (Vallance 2002).

One of Wasserman’s most important working relationships was with Alfred Hitchcock, who also became a close friend. Wasserman made Hitchcock into a celebrity as famous as any of the stars he directed, arranging for the director’s name to appear on-screen in a typeface as large as his films’ titles (McGilligan 2003, 412), and it was Wasserman who brought together Hitchcock and James Stewart as director and star of Rope (1948). Cary Grant had refused to star in the film, which adversely affected its budget as the banks would not lend the company behind it, Transatlantic, as much money as it had hoped for as Stewart was not as big a box-office draw as Grant. However, Stewart was still a huge star, and he was almost as expensive to employ as Grant. Therefore, to get Stewart to appear in Rope, Wasserman persuaded Stewart to waive his fee and take a percentage of the film’s box-office earnings instead. Stewart had recently become a free agent and was earning between $175,000 and $200,000 per film, but through the Wasserman-brokered deal Stewart made around $300,000 for working on Rope (McGilligan 2003, 407). Hitchcock also benefitted financially from his dealings with Wasserman. Though he reportedly stated “I am a slave to MCA” (McGilligan 2003, 514), Hitchcock was a very well-paid slave. In 1954, Hitchcock became incredibly wealthy through his relationship with Wasserman, MCA, and Paramount as Wasserman advised Hitchcock to build his stock portfolio, which he did by investing in cattle and oil. Wasserman then brokered Hitchcock a new contract with Paramount. One of Wasserman’s greatest talents was to spot opportunities for his clients, and this is evident in his negotiations for Hitchcock, for the director’s new contract started as a single-picture loan-out from Warner Bros. but evolved into a long-term deal. During the 1950s, Paramount had undergone great managerial changes, and in 1954, encouraged by Wasserman, the new heads of Paramount offered Hitchcock an innovative, and lucrative, multiyear contract. One of the men in charge of Paramount’s managerial overhaul was Don Hartman, a former Wasserman client. Hartman was also a fan of Hitchcock’s work, and so Wasserman was able to ease through Hitchcock’s new contract. Prior to the new contract, Wasserman had been forced to abide by Hitchcock’s existing contract with Transatlantic-Warner Bros. as it predated his relationship with Hitchcock. However, with Paramount, Wasserman was able to increase terms by improving the director’s salary, expenses, and privileges, and implemented a profitable percentages deal. The new contract also protected Hitchcock’s artistic independence. The contract covered nine films, five of which were to be produced and directed by Hitchcock and four that the studio would produce with Hitchcock directing. Hitchcock would earn $150,000 per film plus 10 percent of the profits once the film’s budget had been recouped twice over. However, the most important part of the new contract was a pioneering reversion clause that gave Hitchcock ownership of the five films he produced and directed, with the ownership rights coming into effect eight years after the film’s first release (McGilligan 2003, 477).

Apart from brokering landmark financial contracts for his company and its clients, another of Wasserman’s great strengths was having the vision to see that Hollywood needed to embrace the popularity of television. His career with MCA spanned some 59 years, during which he managed to transform the entertainment industry not just by increasing the influence of celebrities but also by shifting priority from film to television and from producers to actors, and in so doing set the pattern for today’s film and television output (Hanson). In 1955, film studios regarded television with suspicion, reasoning that it would be financial suicide to allow their stars to appear on the small screen as they felt nobody would pay at the cinema to see actors they could see for free on television. Wasserman decided to circumnavigate this issue by establishing an MCA-owned television production company, Revue Productions, and he persuaded Ronald Reagan, the SAG president, to arrange a waiver from SAG to allow MCA to both represent and hire actors for the television output of Revue Productions (Parish 2007, 177). Wasserman’s canniness with Revue Productions was exemplified with Wagon Train, a formulaic western series in which a different Wasserman client, such as Ernest Borgnine, Lou Costello, or Shelley Winters, guest-starred each week. Wagon Train had a much larger budget than other western serials of the time, and the merger of film stars, high production values, and popular narrative became a prime-time hit for NBC (Hilmes 2007, 164). However, Wasserman did not work exclusively for NBC; he placed his clients wherever he could broker the most lucrative contract. Indeed, in the same year that he placed Wagon Train on NBC, he placed Leave It to Beaver on CBS. Wasserman was also the chief agent for the hit CBS show The Ed Sullivan Show.

The film industry’s wariness of involvement in television began to change when Wasserman persuaded Hitchcock to star in his own television show, Alfred Hitchcock Presents, a series of one-hour stories that featured the director’s trademark horror and dark humor. Hitchcock “saw the epidemic popularity of television as a threat to the film industry, to which he was unreservedly loyal” (McGilligan 2003, 514), yet Wasserman persuaded his client to see that MCA was a growing power player in television, packing programs with artists and gaining financial support from advertisers, and so he arranged for Hitchcock a groundbreaking contract with CBS. The contract stated that Hitchcock would lend his name to the show, act as host, and produce and direct a number of episodes. At $125,000 per episode, his salary would be higher than he received for most of the feature films he had directed, and, in a clause that was a Wasserman trademark, all rights to the series would revert to Hitchcock after the series was first broadcast. Alfred Hitchcock Presents was a success, running for seven years, and so it could be said that Wasserman changed the face of television by encouraging the migration of film industry regulars to the small screen, a trend that continues today with actors and directors working freely in both film and television.

Wasserman’s involvement in the television industry deepened in 1957 when he bought Paramount’s pre-1948 film library, featuring the films of directors such as Josef Von Sternberg, Billy Wilder, and Ernst Lubitsch, in order to license the films for screening by television stations. By paying $50 million for the film library, Wasserman was ignoring industry advice, but he saw the deal as acquiring tangible assets on which his investors could count. His theory was borne out, for within a year the deal had tripled in value as the films included in the library were classics that could fill many hours of empty television schedules. Wasserman revealed his shrewd money-making acumen again in 1958 when MCA bought the rights to Universal’s back lot. This included not only the company’s film and television production facilities but also the 367 acres of real estate that was mostly undeveloped. On this land MCA would eventually build MCA’s headquarters and studios, the Universal Studios theme park, and a shopping center. The takeover of Universal by MCA shook the Wasserman-Hitchcock friendship, for while Wasserman was trying to transform Universal from its lowly rank in the Hollywood pecking order into a premier operation, he had simultaneously moved from being Hitchcock’s agent to his employer. However, the pair strove to hold on to their friendship, and it has been claimed that through this equitable relationship they became “the two most powerful men in Hollywood” (McGilligan 2003, 655).

In 1962, MCA’s involvement with Universal deepened when Wasserman acquired a controlling interest in the company by buying Decca Records. His object was to create Hollywood’s first totally integrated entertainment company, encompassing the production of film, television, and music in addition to cinema exhibition, home exhibition, and theme parks. However, the merger of Universal and Decca Records made Wasserman president of the whole enterprise and prompted the Justice Department, headed by Robert Kennedy, to begin antitrust proceedings against MCA in order to prevent a monopoly from forming. This was one battle Wasserman did not win, for despite organizing petitions and demonstrations against the Justice Department’s actions, he was forced to give up MCA’s talent agency. However, this was not a huge blow for Wasserman, as the talent agency was now producing only a tiny fraction of MCA’s colossal income. The friction between Wasserman and the Justice Department made him determined to gain political influence, and though previously apolitical, Wasserman joined with the chairman of United Artists, Arthur Krim, in establishing the President’s Club, which gave business executives access to the President of the United States in exchange for contributions to political campaigns. Wasserman’s success in this venture became obvious when Lyndon B. Johnson and Jimmy Carter both offered him cabinet positions, while Wasserman’s links with Ronald Reagan could be said to have helped him continue to build his entertainment empire as the Justice Department during Reagan’s presidency took a somewhat relaxed stance on antitrust matters.

Wasserman’s interest in politics did not result in a drop in Universal’s output. In 1973, Jules Stein retired from the position of MCA president and Wasserman was named as his successor, and although in the early years of MCA’s involvement with the studio the films made were generally undistinguished, in 1973 The Sting (Hill) won the Academy Award for Best Picture. After this, the studio produced a string of hits including American Graffiti (Lucas 1973) and Back to the Future (Zemeckis 1985), films that were hugely popular with the mass audience, plus award-winning fare including Out of Africa (Pollack 1985) and The Deer Hunter (Cimino 1978). Most importantly in terms of revenue generation, though, was Wasserman’s backing of Steven Spielberg, a director who would provide Universal with some of the highest-earning films of all time. In 1975, Universal decided to finance a film adaptation of Peter Benchley’s novel Jaws as a vehicle for Spielberg. One of Wasserman’s final business innovations came when he decided that filmmaking should become even more profitable and so decided to publicize Jaws using saturation advertising on prime-time television and showing the film in shopping-mall cinemas across America (Neale and Smith 1998, 51). Advertising films on television became an essential part of transforming a feature from an ordinary film into a summer event movie and enabled the studio distributors to make millions of dollars in ancillary rights. Wasserman’s approach to marketing Jaws changed the landscape of cinema, as the summer blockbuster was born. He repeated the trick in 1982 when Universal brought out Spielberg’s E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial, which proved both a critical and commercial hit. Similarly, in the television field the studio produced blockbuster television series such as Kojak, Miami Vice, and Murder, She Wrote, one of the world’s longest-running television series. In addition to this, during the 1980s Universal pioneered the long-form television movie format. Such productions allowed Universal to retain a rostrum of producers, actors, and directors while spreading the company’s overheads over the year. The television movie format was important to Universal as many of these films eventually spawned long-running television series, such as Columbo and The Rockford Files. Thus, Universal was able to benefit from this new format twice over—the television movies were low overhead options and allowed for experimentation, which often led to long-running series, which produced high revenues with great potential for syndication (Hanson).

In 1990, Wasserman’s career began to decline, for while MCA increased in power by acquiring Matsushita, the Japanese parent company of Panasonic, and Wasserman was paid for his part of the deal with $327 million of stock, his relationship with Matsushita was not smooth. Following successive takeovers, MCA changed its name to Universal Pictures, and Wasserman was replaced as president of the company by Edgar Bronfman Jr., who kept Wasserman on a salary of $1 million per year to act as a general consultant, an empty role that in reality gave Wasserman no defined responsibility. Then in 1995, President Bill Clinton presented Wasserman with America’s greatest civilian honor, the Presidential Medal of Freedom. This was partly in gratitude for his philanthropy, for Wasserman was a great financial supporter of various causes including the Catholic Church.

A “visionary in his field” (McGilligan 2003, 407), Wasserman may be pretty much unknown to the average moviegoer, television viewer, or radio listener, but he was a numbers man whose business brain enabled him to become the “entertainment industry’s deal maker supreme” (Hanson) and leave an indelible mark on the entertainment world.

Victoria Williams
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WAYNE, JOHN (1907–1979)

John Wayne’s significance isn’t simply that he was a movie star, though as a brand name for selling films (the star’s main economic function), he was hugely successful. He became the most bankable star Hollywood has known. But Wayne didn’t change American entertainment by selling films. That’s what stars are meant to do. He came to embody America itself. From the late 1940s, Wayne took public positions on divisive issues: he became an active anticommunist in the McCarthy era and made The Green Berets (1968) to support American prosecution of the Vietnam War. How could such a figure be felt to embody America as such, even by many who didn’t share his views? The answer lies in Wayne himself, in his times, in the power of his finest films, and in the way his later films distilled his image.

[image: image]

John Wayne, 1959. (AP Photo)

Wayne’s life can be divided into four parts: his life before the movies, a long apprenticeship in the 1930s, the period of his greatest achievements as an actor in the ’40s and ’50s, and a final phase in which he became an American institution. He was born Marion Robert Morrison on May 26, 1907, in Winterset, Iowa, the son of Clyde and Mary Morrison. The elder Morrison was a pharmacist and seldom prospered. In 1914, he took his family to California to try farming 80 acres on the fringe of the Mojave Desert. He quit after a couple of years, and the family moved to Glendale in Los Angeles County, a few miles east of Hollywood.

Family life was grim. Wayne later spoke of growing up amidst petty bickering. His mother was disappointed with her husband and seldom pleased with her son, though Wayne sought to please her to the end of her days—and she lived until 1970 (Roberts and Olson 1995, 7–8). When her second son was born, she took the name “Robert” (her father’s name) from Marion to give it to the younger boy. Thus, Marion Robert Morrison became Marion Mitchell Morrison (in later years Wayne would insist that his real name was Marion Michael Morrison [Shepherd et al. 1986, 33–40]). It was the first of several transformations of Marion Morrison’s identity. Never having enjoyed a happy family life, he would later be subject to contradictory impulses: to create a stable family and to walk out on it. He married three times and fathered children with his first and third wives. All three marriages ended in divorce or separation.

Marion kept away from home as much as possible. He used to pass a fire station with his Airedale, Duke. The firemen transferred the name from the dog to the boy, to whom it stuck. “Duke” threw himself into school life and proved an exemplary student. In 1925, he won a football scholarship to the University of Southern California, where he intended to study law. In 1926, he took a summer job as a props man at Fox Studios and made his first film appearances as an uncredited extra. That year his parents separated (they would divorce in 1929). In November, he ripped a muscle in his right shoulder in a surfing accident, which prevented him from playing football. In the spring of 1927, his scholarship was withdrawn, and with it, any hope of completing his studies. He went back to work at Fox.

His idea was to get into production. But directors kept putting him in front of the camera in bit parts. He got a break in 1930 when Raoul Walsh cast him as the lead in The Big Trail, an epic western. Walsh’s conviction that Duke Morrison should be in westerns was prophetic but ill timed. Westerns would be a minor genre for most of the 1930s. Fox demanded a new name for Morrison. Walsh admired “Mad” Anthony Wayne, the general from the American Revolution. Wayne sounded good, but not Anthony. How about John? John Wayne. The new name was communicated to Duke Morrison. Henceforth he would be “John Wayne” to the world and “Duke” to friends and colleagues.

The Big Trail stands up pretty well today, but it didn’t make money. After some lesser pictures, Fox let Wayne go. He started over as a film actor, doing cheap westerns for “Poverty Row” studios such as Mascot and Monogram, with occasional outings to bigger studios. Over the rest of the decade, Wayne learned his craft by making more than 70 films. By the end of the 1930s, he feared his career was going nowhere. He enjoyed a connection with the Hollywood elite because of his friendship with the director John Ford, whom he’d met at Fox. But Ford didn’t speak to Wayne for two years after The Big Trail, and when they did become friendly again, Wayne assumed that the terms Ford laid down for their friendship precluded working together. Then in 1938, Ford cast him in Stagecoach. The film helped to reestablish the western as an A-genre and Wayne as a star.

In Stagecoach (1939), Wayne was one of an excellent cast that collectively carried the picture. His role anticipated the Westerner hero of later westerns: a figure whose command of violence is guided by innate virtue rather than deference to external law, and a hero who defends civilization while being in some ways alienated from it. Like many westerns, Stagecoach shows the aftermath of the Civil War and is about rebuilding unity. Wayne’s character, the Ringo Kid, has an innocence and natural nobility that are contrasted with the doomed gentility of Hatfield (John Carradine), a former Confederate officer, unable to reconcile with the South’s defeat.

Ford used Wayne again as an essentially innocent object of pathos in The Long Voyage Home (1940) and as an action hero in the war film They Were Expendable (1945). In the early 1940s, Wayne emerged as a significant star, but he was still playing the young hero.

Then in 1946, Wayne made Red River with Howard Hawks (though the film wasn’t released until 1948). It’s in some ways an honorary John Ford film. Hawks said that at key moments he asked himself how Ford would shoot a scene, and he sought Ford’s help in editing the film. Wayne ages 14 years from the opening sequences to the main body of the film. He plays Thomas Dunson, a driven patriarch, hell-bent on getting his cattle to market, and then when control of the herd is wrested from him by his adopted son, Matthew Garth (Montgomery Clift), hell-bent on killing Matt. On seeing Wayne’s performance Ford exclaimed, “I never knew the big son of a bitch could act” (qtd. in McBride 2001, 459). Dunson was the first of Wayne’s patriarchal roles. He manages to be simultaneously terrifying, tyrannical, and sympathetic. The upshot of Ford’s reassessment of Wayne was a series of films in which Ford wove him into his exploration of the reality and the myths of America’s past. The most significant are the so-called Cavalry Trilogy—Fort Apache (1948), She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), and Rio Grande (1950)—along with The Searchers (1956), and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962).

Ford developed a vision in which the freedom and forcefulness that Wayne represented collide with constraints that sometimes point to modern America. In Fort Apache, Ford played off the careerist martinet Colonel Thursday (Henry Fonda) against Wayne’s Captain Kirby York. York possesses the Westerner’s natural grace, and he respects Cochise and his Apaches. Thursday dishonors York by forcing him to trick Cochise into returning to U.S. soil. Thursday wants a victory that will force his superiors to advance his career. His attack is so misconceived that he’s killed. But one part of his plan works: posthumously he is puffed into a hero by the press. The final scene shows York, now in command but trapped by the myth of Thursday’s heroism, even as Wayne’s powerful, expressive body is now trapped in the uniform Thursday insisted on: kepi with havelock and tunic.

Ford and Wayne’s supreme achievement together is The Searchers (1956). In Stagecoach, Wayne had played a Westerner in contrast to Hatfield’s embittered Southerner. In The Searchers, these roles are combined in the tormented figure of Ethan Edwards. Three years after the Civil War, Edwards reappears at his brother’s ranch in Texas, still in Confederate uniform. The South may have surrendered, but not Ethan. In a few economical and affecting strokes, it’s established that Ethan nurses feelings that he can never act upon for his brother’s wife, Martha. He joins the Texas Rangers to ride against a Comanche raiding party. While he’s away the Comanche attack the ranch, killing his brother, raping and killing Martha, and kidnapping their daughters, Lucy and Debbie. In Ethan, Ford gets from Wayne a vivid portrait of racial hatred—just as the civil rights movement was getting going. It’s a mark of Wayne’s greatness in the role that he makes Ethan at once repellent, compelling, and deeply moving.

The search of the title is for Debbie, since Lucy is killed early on. Ford takes the most powerful, masculine hero in American film and traps him in a complex design of frustration and impotence. The individuality of Wayne’s character emerges forcefully, but it’s qualified by the way Ford pairs him with three other characters who are all in some respects his double: Scar, the Comanche chief (Henry Brandon); Martin (Jeffrey Hunter), the part-Cherokee boy brought up by the Edwards family who accompanies Ethan on the search; and Mose Harper (Hank Worden). Ethan spends the greater part of the film trekking across vast landscapes and dismissing the mere idea of quitting (“That’ll be the day …”). But it’s Martin who saves Debbie and has to stop Ethan killing her for the supposed crime of miscegenation, and it’s Martin who kills Scar. All Ethan can do is vent his fury on Scar’s corpse by scalping him. And it isn’t Ethan who finds Debbie, it’s Mose, who infiltrates Scar’s camp by “pretending” to be mad. Ironically, Scar is found right back where the search started. Ethan’s search was an exercise in epic futility.

Ford built around Wayne a series of films about America’s past in which a sense of destiny is complemented by guilt and loss. The special resonance of their work together contributed to a feeling that Wayne was a character out of the American past, and that he embodied and in some degree resolved its painful contradictions. But, when not working for Ford, Wayne tended to project his identification with America in less troubling ways.

Wayne made a handful of war films during and immediately after the Second World War that contributed to the perception of him as the representation of America. The most significant of these is The Sands of Iwo Jima (Dwan 1949), made early in the Cold War and shortly before the Korean War. Sergeant Stryker is Wayne’s archetypal modern war hero. Stryker makes boys into men and men into Marines. But he has difficulty with life outside the corps. Stryker’s marriage has broken down, and he yearns for contact with his son but hears nothing, so he drinks. Instead, he has the “family” of the Marines, where men can express their feelings for each other by saying little, while risking their lives with each other. The implication is that in this family one can achieve the authenticity of the Westerner, if not the freedom. Wayne made Stryker heroic, tyrannical, touching, and troubled. Stryker suggested the terms on which the Wayne character might operate in the modern world: in a sphere of male camaraderie, which women enter, if they enter it at all, on the men’s terms. That’s true of later films otherwise as different from each other as, say, McLintock! (McLagen 1963) (a kind of western Taming of the Shrew) and Hellfighters (McLagen 1969) (based on Red Adair’s fire-fighting in oil fields).

The Cold War imposed permanent global responsibilities on the United States. Wayne’s star persona readily implied that this assumption of global responsibility could be undertaken on terms that wouldn’t compromise American identity or exceptionalism. Rio Grande, made with John Ford, is at one level about rebuilding a family broken by an inflexible sense of duty, but at another it can be seen in the context of the Korean War (1950–1953) as advocating a cavalier attitude to international borders by drawing a parallel with a nineteenth-century incident (Roberts and Olson 1995, 324; Wills 1997, 189). The westerns Wayne made with Howard Hawks from Rio Bravo (1959) on present Wayne as a genial, older hero. In these films, upholding order is a matter of being true to one’s personal, professional code and having a good time with one’s (male) friends. It doesn’t compromise one’s individuality by entangling one in dependence on an entire community, which is part of what Wayne hated about High Noon (Zinnemann 1952).

In reality, America’s political and military leadership in the Cold War was exercised in ways that called for the kind of system and organization that threaten democracy and liberty in order to defend them. Professional soldiers have to follow orders; one can’t have an entirely open, democratic debate about military secrets. The military discipline called for in the industrial and nuclear eras is not easy to square with the ideal of the citizen-soldier or with the movies’ ideal of the Westerner. Wayne’s most cherished project, The Alamo (1960), which he directed, pitched citizen-volunteers against a professional army. He draws a veil over the fact that the Texas Revolution was partly fought to defeat Mexican attempts to outlaw slavery, proclaiming “This picture is America” (McBride 2001, 612). The defenders of the Alamo chose to stay and die for Texan independence. Wayne’s character, Davy Crockett, voices his doctrine of freedom: “People can live free, talk free, go and come, buy or sell, be drunk or sober, however they choose” (qtd. Roberts and Olson 1995, 470). At the time The Alamo was the most expensive movie ever made. It nearly ruined Wayne, who’d sunk much of his own money into it.

In order to adapt his screen persona to his advancing age and maintain his box-office appeal, after The Alamo Wayne started to introduce more comedy into his characters with films such as North to Alaska (Hathaway 1960) and McLintock! Ronald Davis notes, “It was Duke’s mature roles—in which he played widowers and patriarchs—that more than any of his earlier roles made John Wayne a legend” (1998, 240). As he turned into a national monument, guilt over history receded as a theme. Relations between Americans and the world at large in Wayne’s later films, where they figured, tended to resolve themselves into simple oppositions of good and evil—for example, in Hellfighters there’s no interest in the motives or grievances of the guerrillas who are igniting the well fires in Venezuela. The one troubling theme that did persist in these later films was guilt having to do with the breakdown of marriages or the neglect of children (Roberts and Olson 1995, 596–97).

The principal drama for Wayne was offscreen. In 1964, he was diagnosed with lung cancer, and that September the cancerous lung was excised. The press was given a cover story. But Wayne wearied of the deception. On December 29, he announced that he had “licked the big C” (Davis 1998, 262). Wayne was taking a risk. In the event, the revelation cemented the Wayne myth. Henceforth Wayne’s real-life battle was felt to inform his on-screen ones.

Feature writers were dispatched to see him on location for his next film, including Joan Didion. For Didion, the experience of seeing Wayne at work took her back to the movies she’d seen as a girl in the 1940s. Her memories of him were now distilled to a potent image. Wayne evoked “another world … where a man could move free, could make his own code and live by it” (Didion 1965, 26). This vision of “John Wayne” was catalyzed by the realization that his struggle with disease “would be the one unpredictable confrontation, the one shoot-out Wayne could lose” (27). This drama would be seen as the subtext of many of his remaining films.

Not even his controversial propaganda film for the Vietnam War, The Green Berets, could seriously impair Wayne’s exceptional status. True Grit (Hathaway 1969) saw him resume the broader, comic version of the persona that he’d developed earlier in the decade, and for Rooster Cogburn he won the Oscar many felt he should have won for playing Ethan Edwards. His last film was The Shootist (Siegel 1976). J. B. Books is an aging gunfighter who is introduced with a collection of clips from other Wayne westerns. He’s dying of cancer; it’s 1901; the Old West is passing. Books stages his death in a gunfight. Wayne had to wait until June 11, 1979, for his own demise. The following March a Congressional medal was struck to honor “John Wayne—American,” and that June he was posthumously awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom (Riggin 1992, 139).

Wayne’s uniquely iconic status changed American entertainment. His work suggested something about the advent of a regimented modern world, and what was being lost and what one might hope to hold onto in the process. The appeal of Wayne as patriarch had to do with the continuity, authority, and manhood he represented. It also partly derived from Morrison’s childlike vulnerability, which crept into the roles played by John Wayne, along with his fun and good humor. His appeal may have owed something to the way he disavowed, but nevertheless expressed, guilt over failures in his private life and his failure to serve in the military, and the “emotional extremism” (Shepherd et al. 1986, 180) that could make him trying offscreen and expressive on it.

Marion Morrison was about as contradictory and messy as anyone that talented and driven is apt to be. “John Wayne,” by contrast, was a monument to mature self-sufficiency and the embodiment of the nation. The composite figure of “John Wayne” that Marion Morrison gave his life to sustain came to be virtually a “refounding” father of the United States. Marion Morrison died in 1979; John Wayne remains very much alive. According to the annual Harris Poll, he is still in the Top 10 of America’s favorite stars and the only star no longer releasing pictures to figure there (Harris 2011). Wayne has gone beyond being an actor or even a star to become a myth—a myth that almost feels as if it could now sustain itself even if all his films were to be lost. But, as John Ford realized, myths may be necessary and inspiring, but they can also ensnare.

James Brown
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WEBBER, ANDREW LLOYD (1948–)

It all started at the command of Aunt Vi to build a toy theater. The young Andrew Lloyd Webber had just been to see My Fair Lady with his doting aunt and was mesmerized by the music, pageantry, and artistry of the live stage. His appetite seemed unquenchable. Aunt Vi encouraged him to explore the theater at home and provided him the support he needed to build his own ministage (Citron 2001, 57). This was not a minor project. Webber began what would be a lifetime of erecting innovative stage designs. The project delighted him because he was able to meld his love of architecture with his need to be in control of both his younger brother and his parents’ attentions. The end result was an operative miniature playhouse made of bricks and wood. Webber remembers the Toy Theater being several feet wide, painstakingly built with a proscenium arch, fly space, and wings for his “actors” to stand in anticipation of taking the stage. There was a backdrop of colored paper and a curtain made from fabric found in a sample book. Webber even fashioned a revolving stage from an old record player turntable (Citron 2001, 57).

Once construction was complete, Webber went into production mode. The cast was an army of toy soldiers and a complete marching band that filled the orchestra pit. Julian, his younger brother, was in charge of moving the soldiers around while Webber played the accompaniment on the piano. The bud of the genius that was to come was apparent as Webber wrote and arranged music for his productions. He even typed out the programs and the casting list (Citron 2001, 57). Julian remembers the intricate workings of his brother: “ ‘He was a perfectionist, the same as he is now. He’d play the music at the piano and I would operate the toy soldiers. Everything had to be right or Andrew would be furious. Sometimes I’d move to the back of the room and handle the torch [improvised with a flashlight] and the family and all the cats in the house would come and watch these extravaganzas.’ ” With a hint of scorn, Julian added, “ ‘Friends too, would sometimes be subjected to these plays although normally it was just us’ ” (Citron 2001, 57).

The Toy Theater was really just another eclectic feature to an already bohemian lifestyle led by the Webbers. In fact, Julian noted, “Bohemianism is far too mild a word. Chaotic would be a better term” (Citron 2001, 49). Andrew’s father, William Lloyd Webber, was a child prodigy and a noted composer. However, he never lived up to the promise of his youth, and that colored his world outlook with a bit of cynicism. Andrew’s mother was Jean Hermione, a violinist and pianist. She taught music and supplemented the family income. Brother Julian was a cellist and became one of the most celebrated cellists of his generation. There was always a cacophony of every noise imaginable emanating from the Webber household.
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Andrew Lloyd Webber, 1996. (AP Photo/File)

Eventually, Andrew collected a grouping of his favorite Toy Theater songs, wrote them out, and titled the piece The Toy Theater, arranged as a suite of six piano pieces. It was labeled “Opus 1.” Despite the fact that his mother wanted him to study history and architecture because she believed her son had no real talent in music, William encouraged Andrew’s musical explorations. He made some corrections to his son’s orthography and sent the work to a British pedagogic magazine, Music Teacher. The works were published by the journal with a note that the pieces “are clearly a product of a gifted child of one of our most distinguished musicians and will be enjoyed because of their natural and spontaneous qualities” (Citron 2001, 58). One of the pieces from Webber’s “Opus 1” was reinvented and used over 30 years later in Webber’s Aspects of Love’s “Chanson d’Enfance.”

Andrew Lloyd Webber was born in Kensington, London on March 22, 1948. World War II had just ended, and the London theater had stagnated as a result of the fighting and was looking for new vitality. Just a year before Andrew’s birth, Oklahoma!, a Broadway sensation with a company consisting mostly of Americans, opened at the Theatre Royal Drury Lane (Kendrick 2004a). This work by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II reinvented the musical and laid the groundwork for a young Andrew Lloyd Webber to burst onto the scene with his lyricist, Tim Rice some 20 years later.

Oklahoma! was based on Lynn Riggs’s book for Green Grow the Lilacs (1931). The team of Rodgers and Hammerstein felt the story deserved more than just the typical comedic treatment of musicals up to that time. They created a musical play that actually used every element within the work to propel the story forward. Before Oklahoma!, composers and lyricists were merely songwriters, stringing together a group of songs with a little dialogue, but never really telling a story (Kendrick 2004a). After the play took first New York and then London by storm, a new standard was made for musical creative teams to perform as dramatists, incorporating dramatic purpose into every element on the stage. Rodgers and Hammerstein went on to become the dominant forces in creative development both in New York and London throughout the 1950s. It was their influence on theater that shaped Andrew Lloyd Webber’s first theater experiences. During the 1950s, while Webber was directing his Toy Theater, these two theater giants produced The King and I, Me and Juliet, Flower Drum Song, and The Sound of Music. Hammerstein died just months after The Sound of Music opened, leaving the world in need of new creative forces to keep the theater innovative, dramatic, and exciting (Kendrick 2004b).

While Webber explored the composition side of the musical score during his childhood, Tim Rice, born November 13, 1944, was building an almost encyclopedic knowledge of pop music. Rice was an aspiring writer and had tried his hand at musical composition, but he knew he was not cut out to be a composer. He had traveled throughout Britain and even spent a year abroad with his family in Tokyo (Citron 2001, 105). He was worldly in ways that Webber was not. In 1965, two years after the Beatles took America by storm and six years after the last great Rodgers and Hammerstein hit, the two talented men, Webber and Rice, finally met. Desmond Elliot, a publisher and agent, knew both of them. Upon his first meeting with Rice, Elliot was impressed with his creative abilities and gave him Webber’s address since he was equally impressed with Webber’s composition strengths. He thought something might come from the two young men meeting (Citron 2001, 106).

Rice immediately wrote to Webber, but his impatience to find a strong composer to join forces with his talent for writing lyrics made him impatient, and so a few days after posting the letter, he simply appeared on Webber’s doorstep. Webber almost immediately boasted, “I have written eight musicals,” as he greeted the man who became his first collaborator. Just in case Rice didn’t believe him, Webber sat down at the piano and pounded out music from several of his works (Citron 2001, 106–7). After the meeting, Webber began his study of history at Oxford to please his mother, but his heart was always with music. By Christmas, Webber was fed up with school. He yearned to be in London to collaborate with Rice and was concerned that another composer would realize Rice’s genius and the opportunity for Webber to collaborate with him would be gone. He convinced his parents that he should take a leave from college and pursue music (Citron 2001, 109). Andrew moved home, and in a stroke of good fortune the apartment next to the Webbers’ place at Ten Harrington Court opened, and Tim was set up with a studio and apartment. The decibel level at the bohemian Webber home was raised considerably once Rice’s rock albums were added to the menagerie played at top volumes (Citron 2001, 110). Despite the fact that Rice was what the British would call shag (and Americans would call cool), he had never experienced such a crazy lifestyle. Musicians came and went, food was served at strange times or sometimes not at all, and the Webber parents seemed to have no filters on what they said in front of their children. No one seemed to notice or care if Rice stayed out all night long with some of the many women he enjoyed entertaining (Citron 2001, 110)

The two went to work on their first piece, The Likes of Us. Alan Doggert, the choir director at Colet Court, a prep school for St. Paul’s School, was friends with Webber and agreed to help the men by having his choir record a demo of the musical. Rice had connections at EMI from a previous job and was able to secure studio time. The show went unproduced until 2005 because their agent, Desmond Elliot, the man who introduced the two, could not find financial backing for a show written by then-teenager Webber and the just barely past-teenaged Rice (Citron, 113).

In 1968, Alan Doggert came to the aid of Webber and Rice again. He was staging an end-of-term concert for his choir at Colet Court, and he asked the duo to write the piece. The two considered the offer for a commissioned work and decided it would be well attended since the parents of the performers would fill the audience to watch their children. Out of this request, Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat was born. Derek Jewell, the top pop and jazz critic in Britain, had a son in the show. Jewell was intrigued and wrote about it the following week in the Sunday Times, in an article called “Pop Goes Joseph.” He noted that the show “bristles with wonderfully singable tunes. It entertains. It communicates instantly, as all good pop should” (Citron, 118). Webber and Rice were suddenly on the forefront of developing a new musical form, the musical pop opera.

Riding on the success of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, Webber and Rice chose another religious theme to explore musically, the passion of Christ. The show features a latently homosexual Judas as the protagonist who sets his sights on Jesus and betrays him in a moment of frustration over Jesus’s inability to return his affection in kind. Judas also believes that if Jesus is not stopped, then not only Jesus, but everyone in his circle, will be killed. And so Jesus Christ Superstar was born (“Show Business” 1988). Initially, the songs were released in rock opera style on an album in 1970. It is easy to imagine the outcry, both positive and negative, toward Webber and Rice’s work. In many ways, Jesus is depicted as controlling, unsure, cynical, and easily angered. There was dissension among the clergy about the piece. Some believed it made Jesus’s story accessible to the masses, particularly the secular. Others found it to be blasphemy, but the controversy helped with publicity and records sold (“Show Business” 1988).

Webber and Rice, both in top form, holed up in a small village to flesh out the piece and prepare it for the stage. In 1971, the show opened on Broadway and was financed with a $750,000 budget, an excessive amount for the time period. However, the show ran for 720 performances in New York and for eight years in London. The controversial topic, which was met with highly publicized critical response of mixed reviews that ranged from outrage to adulation, featured a solid musical score and well-written verse and secured a spot in theater history for the duo (Citron 2001, 187).

Who would take the story of a South American dictator and his lover, a woman from the wrong side of the tracks who sleeps her way to the top, steals from her countrymen, and dies at the age of 33 from ovarian cancer, and make a musical out of it? Of course, it was thought that South American stories don’t sell, and how could the characters appear sympathetic enough for any audience member to relate? Webber and Rice only saw the elements of success in a story that no one else would give the slightest attention to, and their next project become Evita, the story of Eva Peron (“Show Business” 1988). Evita also began as a rock opera album release in 1976. By 1978, it was staged on London’s West End to mixed reviews. The creative team was accused of aggrandizing Eva Peron when in fact she had been a power-grabbing scoundrel who put her own needs above the needs of the people she represented. The show opened almost a year later on Broadway and went on to win seven Tony Awards, including Best Musical, leaving Webber and Rice to believe their legacy was now secure (“Show Business” 1988).

One of Webber’s strengths as a composer was his ability to survive the critics. In fact, he was considered critic proof. Despite mixed reviews, Evita was a huge success with the ticket sales and Tony Awards to prove it. Despite their obvious ability to make box-office gold, Webber and Rice could not agree on their next project. Both stubbornly held to their own ideas, and with neither agreeing to negotiate, they reached a stalemate that caused them to go in separate directions. Webber then remembered a little book that he had stumbled on in an airport bookstore, T. S. Eliot’s Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats (Citron 2001, 267). With Cats, Webber launched a new way to design a musical. Instead of working with a lyricist for the dramatic structure, he planned to add dramatic structure to the already written word by giving music to Eliot’s poems and fashioning them into a story that could be brought to the stage. Webber says of the project, “I was intrigued to see if I could write a complete piece the other way ’round” (Citron 2001, 267).

Getting the show to stage was a bit tricky. Webber was untested without Rice, his right hand man, writing the lyrics. Plus, he was working with the words of a dead poet, and of all subject matters, he had decided to write a lot of songs about cats. The producer could not get backing. Finally, in desperation he placed an ad inviting the general public to invest in the show (Citron 2001, 267). It worked; 220 investors came forward. One of them was George Barnett, who said, “I went to his [producer, Cameron Mackintosh’s] office carrying a bag of small change and a few big checks from some of the money my mother had left me. The producer said, ‘Do you realize you could lose all this money?’ … I said, ‘Well, I do realize that but I’ve got a hunch. I like Andrew’s music.’ ” By 2001, Barnett had earned almost £300,000 on his initial investment of £5,000 in 1981 (Citron 2001, 267). The critics turned their highbrow noses up at the production. As Mark Steyn remarked in the Observer, “Nobody liked it but the public” (Citron, 277). The show rode on the heels of the hit song from the show, “Memories,” which was released prior to opening night. It was a sellout from the very beginning, and Webber had proven he was golden with or without Tim Rice.

Many of the Broadway musicals staged today are the result of the influence of Andrew Lloyd Webber. When he challenged the theater stage with a mishmash of poems about cats by a dead poet and then erected an outlandishly expensive set design and started rehearsals while he was still writing the piece, he defied Broadway norms and dared the West End to brace itself for a new era, as ushered in by the Webber Mega Musical. This new form is evident in the popular Broadway shows of the last 20 years. Shows like Rent, Les Miserables, Miss Saigon, Chicago, and Mamma Mia! exist in part because Webber pushed the envelope and proved his big productions—featuring a strong story line, glitzy stage designs and costumes, large budgets, huge casts, and a fusion of rock, classical, and jazz musical genres—could sell tickets and become extraordinarily profitable for all involved (“Advent of the Broadway Mega Musical”).

Prior to Webber and the Mega Musical, shows came and went on Broadway. It was not unusual for a show to close within a year and still be profitable and considered a success. Composers could have multiple shows running at the same time; for example, at one point, Rodgers and Hammerstein had four shows running on Broadway at once. Conversely, with current big productions, composers typically have a show run every three years at most. A long run for a successful show prior to the 1980s for the big hits such as My Fair Lady or Fiddler on the Roof was five to eight years. Cats changed the tide with its huge budget and wild set designs, and the public loved it. Cats ran on Broadway for 18 years, a new record at the time for a long-run show (“Advent of the Broadway Mega Musical”).

Webber also introduced Broadway to the pop opera. This made the musical more mainstream and accessible to the general public. Many critics considered Webber’s pieces too pedestrian to be considered high art; the public disagreed. His wild success at the box office directly contrasts the mixed reviews his musicals normally garner. The Who released Tommy in 1969, just a year before Webber and Rice released Jesus Christ Superstar. Tommy appealed to Who fans and rockers, and Webber, influenced by the band’s work, was inspired to bring the pop opera concept to the general theater audience. He continued to modify and perfect the art form with Evita (“Show Business”). Other rock bands capitalized on the success of both the Who and Webber and presented their own versions of rock operas. Meanwhile, the theater embraced incorporating modern music into the musicals, and a new genre of Broadway musical was packaged and sold to the public. Webber’s innovation has had a long-lasting impact, allowing for the acceptance of Grease, released in 1971, and other shows in the pop opera genre, including more modern works such as Spring Awakening, released in 2007. Though theater elitists were put off by Webber’s subject matter, he nevertheless proved that if it was well constructed good theater could be made from any concept, including premises such as a dictator and his manipulative wife, a dusty book of poems about cats, and an overdone Biblical story with a controversial protagonist. Regardless of his chosen subject, Webber had a Midas touch on Broadway and beyond.

In addition to being knighted by Queen Elizabeth in 1992 and the recipient of the Kennedy Center Honors Award in 2006 for his outstanding contributions to America’s performing arts, Webber has received countless other accolades for his works, including Tony Awards for Evita, Cats, Phantom of the Opera, and Sunset Boulevard; Grammy Awards for the albums associated with Cats and Evita; and Golden Globe Awards and Academy Awards for his works that have been translated to the Hollywood movie screen. Not only has the public acknowledged their delight in his work through ticket sales, but his peers have also recognized the impact his work has had on the industry through their awards systems (Kennedy Center).

Andrew Lloyd Webber brought an energy and charisma to the Broadway stage that has been unmatched by any other modern composer. Other composers have benefited from his pioneering work in the creation of the modern pop musical, but none has had the same level of wild success over multiple shows that Webber has had. The magic he has brought to the stage has impacted several generations of theatergoers, and as he continues to create new work and inspire other composers the world over, his undeniable legend and influence will only continue to grow.

Jennifer Martin
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WEINSTEIN, HARVEY (1952–)

Siblings Harvey and Bob Weinstein, best known now as film producers and founders of the studio Miramax, began their careers as concert promoters in Buffalo, New York, during the 1970s. Toward the end of that decade, their interests began to shift toward their longtime, shared passion for film. As teenagers, the brothers had developed a taste for foreign films and art films, and after acquiring a theater in downtown Buffalo, they began showing movies when they weren’t using it for concerts. By the end of the 1970s, they were beginning to acquire their first films, mostly from overseas, and this aspect of their careers grew into the creation of their own distribution company, Miramax. The Weinsteins broke into the business gradually during the 1980s, but by the 1990s, they were well-established enough that Disney purchased the company. While they ran Miramax, their films earned 249 Oscar nominations, winning 86, including 3 Best Picture wins. The Weinsteins left Miramax in 2005 and started a new company, the Weinstein Company, and have continued to produce and distribute critically acclaimed, award-winning films that often find unexpected monetary success. The Best Picture winners The King’s Speech (Hooper 2010) and The Artist (Hazanavicius 2011) have both been Weinstein Company films. Although Bob was certainly instrumental in the success of Miramax and later the Weinstein Company, most of his involvement has been in releasing reliably successful genre films that helped provide the income that Harvey used to support the films he was interested in. Bob was the rock while Harvey was the risk taker, so while Bob’s work helped to financially enable Harvey, it tends to be the risk takers rather than the rocks who create change. Those changes include redefining what kinds of films could become mainstream, even if their appeal had to be broadened by making changes to them; what kinds of films were worthy of aggressive marketing and how that marketing was accomplished; and which films took home the highest award honors and why. Through all these things, Weinstein helped broaden the tastes of American moviegoers, initially generating wider interests in independent films but also eventually helping morph independent film into a hybrid form combining independent film sensibilities with mainstream casts and expectations.
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Harvey Weinstein, 2006. (AP Photo/Jason DeCrow, File)

In his book Down and Dirty Pictures (2004), Peter Biskind provides a detailed narrative of the rise of independent film in the American entertainment industry, and as Harvey Weinstein was a primary driving force behind that change in the 1990s, he is necessarily a star of Biskind’s tale. Though Biskind acknowledges that definitions of independent film are endlessly debated, the common thread among all these definitions is that independent films were “anything Hollywood was not” (2004, 19). Because of this, marketing was the heart of the indie film business, with many indie distributors actually run by marketing people (Biskind 2004, 24); if you are intentionally making films that are contrary to mainstream taste, it would of course mean that most of your interest lies in finding an audience for them. This is the world of independent film that the Weinsteins entered, and their success hinged on their learning how to get those audiences to see their films.

Harvey and Bob began acquiring films in 1979, mostly foreign films they could gain rights to cheaply and often ones with a lot of sexual content. Even back then, they were altering them to make them more appealing to U.S. audiences. They did a lot of business with cable networks and home video companies. Their first big acquisition was actually the acquisition of two films, concert films benefitting Amnesty International, first The Secret Policeman’s Ball (Graef) and then The Secret Policeman’s Other Ball (Graef and Temple) in 1981 and 1982, respectively. After battling for rights to the second before he had released the first, Weinstein did something for which he would later became well known—he had the two concert films, originally clocking in at four hours combined, cut down to one 100-minute film, ultimately giving it just the title of the sequel (Biskind 2004, 45). The Secret Policeman’s Other Ball (Graef and Temple 1982) became the Weinsteins’ first financial success, and working on it, Harvey honed several skills for which he would become well known, and to some, notorious. His aggression in marketing, changing films (which gave rise to his being derisively known as “Harvey Scissorhands”), campaigning for awards, and his general insistence on getting what he wants no matter what it takes have made Weinstein many enemies, but even people who dislike him still frequently acknowledge his influence.

Two decades after The Secret Policeman’s Other Ball, in response to the 40 Oscar nominations in 2002 for Miramax films, including three out of five Best Picture nominees (and four for the Weinsteins since they were listed as executive producers for Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers [Jackson 2002], as well), the L.A. Times dubbed the Oscars “The Harveys” (Welkos and King 2003). Indeed, the best-known aspect of Weinstein’s reputation is likely as producer and distributor of Oscar-winning films. In the wake of his recognition of the value of the Oscar as a tool for both promotion and attracting talent—and his consequent “guerrilla” campaigns for votes (Biskind 2004, 99)—the type of films that won Oscars shifted during the 1990s from mostly big-studio pictures to a field of nominees comprised of more and more ostensibly independents. Along with frequently winning Oscars, Weinstein is also known as the man who produced and distributed such successful films as Pulp Fiction (Tarantino 1994), Sling Blade (Thornton 1996), The English Patient
(Minghella 1996), Good Will Hunting (Van Sant 1997), and Shakespeare in Love (Madden 1998). These are films that, while not all made independently, possess an independent feel that many previously thought unlikely to achieve widespread appeal. Harvey’s approach to marketing and publicity, including but not limited to using Oscars as publicity tools, proved otherwise, and audiences, once enticed to see the films, liked them, and based on the growing success of such films over the years, sought out more films like them. The way that Harvey turned these films into successes represents a much larger impact that he had on the entertainment industry. These more wide-ranging changes concern the role of audience expectations in shaping independent film. Weinstein’s methods led to what can best be described as a symbiotic relationship between audience opinion and final film product, and that change in relationship led to what many see as a permanent alteration of the industry and independent filmmaking.

Part of Weinstein’s influence on independent film and how it ultimately changed can be traced to what may be his most notorious trait; his widely referenced nickname is “Harvey Scissorhands,” given for his tendency to either insist on cuts to films or make them himself, and depending on who you believe, at times even bullying and threatening filmmakers into making the cuts he desires. Weinstein, however, declares that the best of the Miramax films—Cinema Paradiso (Tornatore 1988), sex, lies and videotape (Soderbergh 1989), Pulp Fiction, Trainspotting (Boyle 1996), and The English Patient—were never cut at his request (Colapinto 1997). Weinstein does not deny the accuracy of his reputation for cutting films, but he disagrees that the changes he calls for are damaging to the artistic integrity of films. In one interview, he declared, “It’s not that I ever want to take the integrity out of movies; it’s that I want to put the integrity into them. I’ve seen directors and producers want to keep stuff in that’s dull and boring and pretentious” (Ressner and Weinstein 2004).

These cuts and changes that Weinstein has requested are not always based on only his own opinions. His contribution to entertainment in this area is not so much the cutting of films—this has been around as long as film has—but in how he integrated screenings of films and feedback from audiences in deciding how films should be altered. Though Weinstein denies that they tested movies in order to make changes based on reactions, a woman who worked in postproduction at Miramax from 1993 to 1999 says that they definitely did this. On this she says it may not “have been the most ethical thing but it was how this movie was going to make more money. And in my opinion, most of the time, it was going to be better” (Biskind 2004, 87). What is notable about this habit is not specifically getting audience reactions from test screenings or even using them to help guide the changes made to films; instead, what is significant is that he is doing this with films classified as independents, films that in general are defined by their not fulfilling mainstream expectations. This is the start of a trend that leaves a lasting mark on Hollywood, in that films previously defined by not following the rules are able to be shaped by audiences to become more what they want and expect. It is a smart move if you want to get a lot of people to see your movie, but it could also easily be seen as damaging the artistic integrity of movies previously defined largely by said artistic integrity, not by what audiences wanted.

Just making the movie appealing to audiences is not enough to turn a profit, however, especially if the movie is not an obvious draw to most moviegoers. Beyond his propensity for cutting films and relying heavily on test audience reactions in shaping those cuts, Weinstein created lasting changes in the entertainment industry with his approach to publicizing his films, bringing audience attention (occasionally deceitfully) to films they might otherwise ignore and often without having to pay for said publicity. While it may have been their releases in the 1990s that really put Miramax on the map as a distributor, Weinstein had a practice run on garnering such publicity as he tried to market The Secret Policeman’s Other Ball in the early 1980s. According to Biskind, it was the original two films’ producer, Michael Lewis, who showed them how to market a film like this without a large budget: make it appear as controversial as possible and let the press give you publicity for free. Lewis made a commercial for the film that was intentionally offensive, got it banned by a TV network, and then talked Saturday Night Live into running the spot during “Weekend Update,” which got them the publicity they were looking for and led to a $6 million gross for the film (Biskind 2004, 45–46). Harvey learned quickly how to do this for other films. For instance, he acquired a Brazilian film at Cannes the next year, Erendira (Guerra 1983), and used the same tactic of controversy-as-publicity to garner interest for it. The short story on which the film was based was written by the Nobel Prize–winning author Gabriel García Márquez, an outspoken critic of the United States who had been denied entry into the country. The press picking up on this story severely reduced Weinstein’s publicity expenditures, and Erendira found modest success (Biskind 2004, 47). Another way he found to ensure controversy and thus publicity was to intentionally go for an X or, later, NC-17 rating for a film on the first cut, such as he did with Scandal (Caton-Jones 1989). He had the filmmakers intentionally try for an X rating, and then the MPAA concurred, which meant it wouldn’t be able to play in most companies’ theaters. Weinstein put up a fight, which got his film publicity. Ultimately, Weinstein agreed to the changes required to get the film down to R, which he’d apparently been prepared to do in the first place, but now people knew about his film without his having to spend money for them to hear about it. Weinstein took many films through this process (Biskind 2004, 62–63). Near-free publicity for these films helped equalize the lack of funds for advertising that competing studio films utilized and give independent films like the ones distributed by Miramax a fighting chance. Controversy allowed people to hear of the films and even gave some a reason to see them.

As another layer to his approach to publicizing his films, and perhaps where the redefinition of independent film began, Harvey Weinstein showed that he was not afraid to make a film seem like something more mainstream and appealing than it actually was in order to get theaters to play it and get people into the theater to see it. One example from early in his career is the Swedish film Pelle the Conqueror (August 1987). Overall, the film could be seen as depressing, and it had no sex to help sell it, yet Harvey acquired it with the intention of releasing it to a wide audience. In this case, he didn’t move on to manipulation of the film itself, but he did make demands about how it was advertised and represented as they tried to book it outside of just art house theaters. The film did make its way into mainstream theaters, but often based on a misunderstanding of genre based on the title, which made it sound like an action film. It didn’t make a ton of money, but it did get Miramax its first two Oscar nominations and its first Oscar, elevating Weinstein’s ambitions for the recognition his films might receive (Biskind 2004, 57–58). Another example of this treatment is the documentary Thin Blue Line (Morris 1988), about a man falsely accused of murder. Weinstein was very intentional about avoiding it being labeled a documentary because the thought was that no documentary would possibly make money. Instead, they portrayed the film as a mystery (Biskind 2004, 60). When it came to sex, lies, and videotape, Weinstein naturally played up the sexual aspects of the film (Biskind 2004, 80–81), and years later with All The Pretty Horses (Thornton 2000), he had the promotional materials of the film make it appear to be a love story (Biskind 2004, 422). While these tactics may seem dishonest, they could also be taken to reveal a man who believes in his product so strongly that he is convinced that if he can just entice people to show up for the film, they will be happy they came even if it isn’t what they were expecting. This occasional misrepresentation of films is just one piece of what has proven to be an extremely successful approach to film marketing, allowing a small distributor of small films to bring in large audiences. But it also started to blur the line between misrepresentation to attract audiences and actually changing the product to attract them.

What enabled the blurring of this line even further was the purchase of Miramax by the Walt Disney Company in 1993, a move that Peter Biskind describes as “buying an Oscar factory with a track record of prestigious movies for adults” (2004, 150). While their sale to Disney certainly made the Weinsteins better able to do what they wanted to do—release movies they were passionate about and see them become successful—those very benefits that the Disney money provided also became a force that counteracted the very thing the Weinsteins sought to do in the first place, which was make sure that all great films had a chance no matter how far out of the mainstream they seemed. Though before being acquired by Disney, Weinstein had occasionally offered what seemed outrageous and unnecessary amounts for films he really believed in, with the money from Disney, he was able to be even more extreme, buying and releasing numerous films and then sitting back and throwing support behind the ones that were best equipped to succeed or get nominations (Biskind 2004, 158). The money from Disney also allowed them to outbid other indie film distributors, though Weinstein denies that it was simply a matter of the deeper pockets provided by Disney—he argues that competitors simply didn’t see the potential but wanted to blame money later on for why they did not acquire the film themselves (Colapinto 1997). At this point, the only thing that really denied Weinstein access to a film was someone going with a lower offer in order to not have to work with him.

This aggressive approach of Harvey Weinstein in acquiring films set in motion some things that would forever change the fate of the independent film business in Hollywood. In the race to own movies that resulted from Weinstein’s new aggression and deeper pockets, companies pushed back their acquisitions to earlier and earlier in the filmmaking process to the point that they would be bought during preproduction, and then to make sure they made their money back, there would be pressure to assemble an established cast with reliable audience draw, and so indie film started transitioning back toward mainstream film in how it was made (Biskind 2004, 160). At the same time, because there was now more money in the independent film industry and these films were proving more lucrative, there were fewer incentives for big-name actors to cut their prices as they would previously have done in order to get the film made on a small budget (Biskind 2004, 169–70). As one company would make these shifts, the others would have to follow suit, and as one of Weinstein’s competitors, Bingham Ray, put it, “Spending all this money has forced out the real, true indie, who can’t compete anymore” (Biskind 2004, 193). In Weinstein’s particular case, “Harvey was making much bigger bets on a far smaller slate of films, and because risk was no longer spread widely, each film had to be less risky” (Mason 2004, 38). The increased money spent on the films up front required a more “sure thing,” shifting films independent in name to mainstream in feel and especially in aspirations. Films too far from what audiences wanted could be altered or deemed not worth full support.

With monetary success becoming a major concern for the independent film following the upping of the ante put in motion largely by Harvey Weinstein, a not-unexpected side effect is that the willingness to create controversy with such films subsided at least a bit; across the board, if you are taking a sizable economic risk, you don’t increase your risk by chancing offending your audiences. Weinstein’s situation was further complicated by parent company Disney. His attempts to stir up controversy as he had previously done to great success were complicated by Disney’s desire to not offend. Plans to release Dogma (Smith 1999)—when it was still Miramax property—and Priest (Bird 1994) on Good Friday (and to release Dogma at all) were nixed by Disney (Biskind 2004, 212), as well as any release at all for Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) (Smith 2004). Biskind believes that these issues—the increased budgets, focus on making money, and aversion to controversy—eventually “led to the death of serious filmmaking—foreign films, indie films, art films” (2004, 87). There is certainly still a particular type of film that Weinstein tends to support, but the genuine independent films—not beholden to audience opinion and not as obliged to make money—have been made rarer and rarer through the injection of money to the market set in motion by the Weinsteins. However, it is important to recognize that this interest in economic success was virtually inevitable once independent films became lucrative; it may be tempting to blame Harvey Weinstein for the degradation of independent cinema, but it could also be argued that these were perhaps negative side effects of a greater good: introducing more Americans to the experience of independent film.

He may be one of the most notorious figures in Hollywood, but Weinstein has fans in addition to detractors, people who recognize that although his methods may not always be ethical or considerate to the filmmakers, and although the number of genuinely small, independent films may be shrinking, Weinstein and his methods have brought attention to an artistic little corner of the film universe. As the man himself explains, “We’re blue-collar guys with white-collar taste who believe that art is for everyone” (Colapinto 1997). Despite questionable things he may have done to make that happen, Weinstein certainly helped accomplish this. Although true independent films may be an endangered species, his tactics helped to whet American appetites for the kinds of film that used to be enjoyed by only a small minority.

Kristen B. Miller
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WEST, MAE (1893–1980)

Long, long before Madonna, and long before Marilyn Monroe, there was another blonde bombshell who set magazine columnists and Hollywood directors abuzz with sheer spectacle, lurid gossip, and a rather public and performed sexuality. That blonde, curvaceous, and “all woman” woman, was Mae West, “the Empress of Sex,” “Queen of Curves,” “Siren of Sex and Sensation,” and “Hollywood’s Number One bachelor gal” (Robertson 1996, 34). Known for her ample, shapely figure and quick tongue and mind, West emboldened female entertainers, as well as women everywhere, with her fast ways and devil-may-care attitude that suggested a general disregard for opponents and critics. Few entertainers are as associated with sex appeal as Mae West. In fact, West is so linked to the sexual female body that during World War II, the U.S. military nicknamed their life vests “Mae Wests” for their semblance to her curvy body. From vaudeville to burlesque, and then from Broadway to Hollywood, Mae West shimmied her way to the center of American entertainment and debates about censorship, sex, and sexuality. With a lot of wit, a lot of glitz, and a lot of attitude, Mae West, as actress and writer, tested the boundaries of acceptable entertainment by bringing theretofore ignored subjects to the stage and by bringing women’s, and in fact, all, sexuality to the limelight.
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Mae West, 1935. (AP Photo)

Mae West, christened Mary Jane West, was born at home to a working-class family in Brooklyn, New York, on August 17, 1893. Her lower-class background would come through in the persona she created for herself—a street-smart, hardened woman. Her mother, Matilda Tilly Delger, wanted to be an actress herself, but spent a few years as a corset model when she could not break into show business. Her Protestant family would have forbade this indecent work had they known, but Tilly seems to have kept her ambitions a secret at least from her family (Watts 2001, 8). Mae’s father, John Patrick West, was a rough-and-tumble man of the streets who, throughout his life, would associate with players from the seedy underbelly of New York social life. Scholar Jill Watts notes that a boxer by trade, Battlin’ John West, would be remembered by Mae as a violent, temper-ridden man (Watts 2001, 5). Mae’s parents married on June 18, 1889, when Tilly would end her career at the request or demand of Jack. Mae was one of four children—Katie, who died as a baby; Mildred Katherine; John Edwin; and herself. The eldest, Mae, would remember her mother’s doting on her, helping her to start her career, and fulfilling her every want and need. The adult Mae, notorious for her “my way or the highway” attitude, had her beginnings in Mae’s relationship with her mother (Watts 2001, 11–13).

Mae first entertained audiences at the age of five at local, community-oriented venues—churches, schools, talent shows, etc. Though her father initially disapproved, soon mother, father, and Mae managed her appearances at local talent shows, where she often won with her Baby Mae persona. Having entered professional entertainment soon after, Mae would spend the next two decades moving from vaudeville to burlesque to Broadway and back, all the while developing her own unique style and persona, one that borrowed heavily from African American performers, especially Bert Williams, and the blues and jazz as well as female entertainers like Eve Tanguay (Watts 2001, 12 and 17). West performed small roles in some Broadway productions, including A La Broadway, Vera Violletta, A Winsome Widow, Something, and The Mimic World of 1921, before taking her own work to the Great White Way in the 1920s.

Initially under the pseudonym Jane Mast, West wrote several plays, including Sex (1926), The Drag (1927), The Wicked Age (1927), Diamond Lil (1928), The Pleasure Man (1928), and The Constant Sinner (1931). While The Drag never made it to performance, each of the other plays made its way to Broadway, some like Sex and Diamond Lil with success. West directed and performed in most of her plays, making them vehicles for her performance, growing celebrity, and notoriety. Throughout her career, West butted heads with censors who fought her blatant representations of sexuality and rejections of traditional Victorian morality. After a raid on her play Sex in 1927, West was charged with moral corruption and served 10 days in jail, a sentence she turned into a marketing opportunity. Censors worked to stop much of Mae West’s work from reaching audiences, but were largely unsuccessful and, at times, even helped to give her an audience due to the media circus that surrounded their censorship.

After the mixed reviews of much of her work and the box-office success of Diamond Lil, Mae West got her start in Hollywood in a small role in Night after Night in 1932 (Mayo) with the help of a former friend and teacher. She understood that Hollywood would soon replace New York City, and more specifically Broadway, as the place to make oneself a star. West would spend the 1930s in Hollywood bringing her persona to audiences and bolstering her celebrity through She Done Him Wrong (Sherman 1933) and I’m No Angel (Ruggles 1933) with Cary Grant, Belle of the Nineties (McCarey 1934), Goin’ to Town (Hall 1935), Klondike Annie (Walsh 1936), Go West Young Man (Hathaway 1936), and My Little Chickadee (Cline 1940). In each of these, West played the same character—a tough, street-smart, sexually aggressive woman—simultaneously out for herself and kind to those in need. West’s movies, however, were carefully watched and edited by censors, often to the detriment of the script, and thus, many of her films were met with lukewarm critical reviews.

In 1937, West appeared on the Chase and Sanborn Hour, a comedic radio show sponsored by the coffee company. Two skits, one specifically where West humorously revised the story of Adam and Eve, caused an uproar for its perceived indecency and vulgarity and resulted in one of the first instances of the Federal Communications Commission’s criticizing a radio broadcast. It would be a long time before West appeared on the radio again. It seems in no matter what media Mae West performed, she met critical outrage over her physical and linguistic sexiness.

West continued performing throughout the 1940s and 1950s on Broadway and in her own show in Las Vegas, Nevada, but it is clear that her star had begun to fall. The public was no longer as interested in Mae West, though she would move in and out of the public eye until her death in 1980. In 1959, she published her autobiography, Goodness Had Nothing to Do with It. Always one to maintain her star status, West made guest appearances on television shows, including Mister Ed and The Red Skelton Show and produced albums of new music. She further attached herself to the world of beauty and sex in the 1970s when she published Mae West on Sex, Health, and ESP and acted in the campy 1978 film Sextette (Hughes) alongside Timothy Dalton and Tony Curtis. Sextette was a failure and West’s final film. The blonde bombshell died on November 22, 1980. Having been an entertainer who had no time for a private life, she left behind no spouse and no children, but instead something akin to a cult following. Since her death, there has been a resurgence of both scholarly and popular interest in Mae West for her influence on sex in entertainment.

West knew that sex sells, but it would be terribly inaccurate to suggest that she, and no other, had figured this fact out by the end of the nineteenth century. Sex pervaded most fields of popular entertainment by the time West began performing. Burlesque shows from the 1880s on relied on beautiful young dancers willing to reveal their bodies as well as bawdy humor. Despite attempts by many, including Tony Pastor, to clean up vaudeville, performers still relied on sexual innuendo, and a slew of “sex plays” had even made their way to Broadway. So, it was not the mere presence of sex in Mae West’s performances and writing that created her notoriety. It was, instead, “how she did it.”

Nineteenth-century melodramatic traditions prescribed appropriate versions of femininity. Female characters could fall into only two categories—the virgin and the whore, or the pure and the fallen woman. While a virgin’s fate was often tame, whores, if unapologetic and unwilling to change, almost always met with an untimely death. There was no room for the fallen woman. In other words, such characters were punished for their misdeeds. Women like novelist Stephen Crane’s title character Maggie couldn’t make it out alive, providing female audiences with valuable lessons about Victorian femininity. Mae West had another, different lesson for female audiences, one that helped to reshape public womanhood in the twentieth century.

Mae West’s Diamond Lil character, who was very much the only character she ever actually performed in which she wholly embodied the characteristics for which West became known, and was perhaps really just another version of herself, rejected the cult of true womanhood and presented a much different fallen woman, one who would survive the end of the play or film and do so quite successfully. In 1933, West’s Diamond Lil, a prostitute turned entertainer and kept woman, became Lady Lou in Paramount Pictures’ She Done Him Wrong. Lady Lou was many things—a reincarnation of many of the roles West had played for one—but she was not the typical fallen woman. Critics recognize the differences between the melodramatic fallen woman and West’s fallen woman. Watts recounts the creation story West offered regarding the Diamond Lil character; West described: “A hardened woman, she valued only diamonds provided by smitten suitors. Without remorse, she betrayed her loves, broke up marriages, and even murdered a woman. A local political boss supported her, and she lived in elegance above his beer hall” (Watts 2001, 99). The historical Diamond Lil was far from a virtuous woman; she lied, cheated, murdered, and she was rewarded with a life of elegance for her misdeeds. No lonely, sickly death was her fate. Though West revised and molded Diamond Lil, and later Lady Lou, for middle-class audiences (Watts 2001, 105), she retained Diamond Lil’s bad girl status and turned her into “a female culture heroine” (Watts 2001, 104). West redefined the fallen woman in entertainment, making way for later women to exert power through their sexuality. Though it might be unpleasant for us to consider, Diamond Lil, Lady Lou, and most likely West in real life, gained control via their sexuality. Throughout She Done Him Wrong, Lady Lou’s sexual allure gives her economic power through her role as entertainer and kept woman. She sees value in diamonds, and her suitors give her that form of wealth in exchange for romantic and sexual involvement with her. As Gus Jordan’s kept woman, Lou gains access to work, riches, and a home of sorts. Her lover, Chick Clark, upon breaking out of jail with the intent to kill her when he learns she has been cheating on him, cannot do so due to his undying affection for her. Out of devotion to her, Spider, her right-hand man, discards the body of the woman Lou accidentally kills. Even Captain Cummings, played by a young Cary Grant, succumbs to Lady Lou’s suggestion that he come up and see her some time. Far from being victimized by her sexual objectification, Lady Lou, emboldened, accesses power through her bad girl nature, and in the end, she is rewarded for it.

Further, the film shows Lady Lou as a woman in control of and enjoying her sexuality. Unabashed, Lady Lou moves from lover to lover. Her aggressive interactions with Captain Cummings expose a woman in command of her sexuality, for once a woman as hunter instead of hunted. But there is also something comedic and easygoing about Lady Lou’s sexuality. As Lillian Schlissel notes, “Mae West played ‘the tough girl’ … unlike other ‘fallen women’ of the day, the sexuality she displayed was closer to comedy than to passion” (Schlissel 1992, 2). Diamond Lil created humor for her audiences, not pathos. Her musical numbers in She Done Him Wrong work to make sexuality amusing to audiences. “I Wonder Where My Easy Rider’s Gone” and “A Guy What Takes His Time” detail female desire through sexual innuendo. Her persona exposed the humor, the power, and the sexuality of the fallen woman, not the victimization of her.

Mae West resisted not only nineteenth-century expectations for women, but twentieth-century expectations as well. Performing in the 1920s, she existed alongside ephemeral screen beauties and the female icon of the age, the flapper. West, however, was anything but the waif-like starlet or the prepubescent stick figure of the flapper. A 1929 article describes her physicality: “She is a golden blonde, 5 feet 5 inches tall and weighs 130 pounds. In ‘Diamond Lil’ she makes up to look 5 feet 9 inches and 160 pounds. Does this by wearing a specially boned corset which brings the hips out, the waist in and the breasts up for sensual effect” (qtd. in Curry 1996, 4). This description emphasizes the curves of West’s body. Curry writes that this verbal sketch presents West’s body as “glamorous and valuable … in Diamond Lil … as that of a sexually mature female” (Curry 1996, 4). Maturity and femaleness stand in direct contrast to the boyish and youthful physicality of the flapper; West, with her hourglass figure, is positioned in opposition to such a woman. Emily Leider explains, “Mae West could finally thumb her nose at the flapper. She lashed out in the press at young women who were deceived into believing that they looked well by appearing mannish in sports styles” (Leider 1997, 187). West offered women a different model to emulate and men a different woman to long after, and they did.

If Mae West had intended to be a role model for women and female entertainers or an object of desire for men, she, perhaps, did not realize the role her sexuality would play in gay subcultures of the twentieth century. West’s plays, The Drag and The Pleasure Man, suggest she always had an interest in the subject matter. Pamela Robertson writes of West’s treatment of homosexual identity: “The Drag attempts seriously to represent the plight of homosexuals in a hypocritical society through a quasi-medical and -juridical discourse, but most of its power and verve centers around the drag ball and the dialogue of its gay characters” (Robertson 1996, 31). Robertson exposes the problem of West’s gay men: she is serious about examining their lives, but she relies on stereotypes and the objectification of men. Still, she appears to align the plight of gay men and straight women (Robertson, 1996, 32). Though West’s own view of homosexuality and its cultures has been a matter of dispute among critics, her relationship to homosexuality in entertainment has been a rich area for investigation. Throughout her career, she had a symbiotic relationship with camp. She simultaneously referenced camp performance and became an object of it. In a now famous interview with Playboy magazine, West was asked to define camp, an entertainment she identified as “the kinda comedy where they imitate me” (Jennings 1971). West’s treatment of femininity appealed to both women and gay men as it simultaneously relied on and exposed the oppressive nature of sexuality. Her stage, film, and life representations of femaleness and female sexuality show the performative nature of gender and sexuality. West’s extreme and put-on femininity turned her into an ally of women and gay men both in her own time and still today.

In addition to exposing gender and sexuality as charade-like performances, Mae West created a public sexuality through her performances that showed the complicated and humorous nature of sex. The relationship between West and censorship has long been recognized by critics. Her plays and movies were subjected to attacks by Catholics as well as the FCC, which called for the editing out of lines, scenes, and songs. As Steve Craig writes regarding West’s 1937 appearance on the Chase and Sanborn Radio Hour, “Over the years, the ‘Mae West’ incident has become an obligatory anecdote in histories of radio’s Golden Age and is usually cited as one of the first cases of broadcast ‘indecency’ to face the Federal Communications Commission (FCC)” (Craig 2006, 232). Though accounts of the backlash caused by West’s appearance have been largely exaggerated, initially often by West herself, the event shows how complex her sexy entertainment was (Craig 2006, 232). With voice and script alone, she offended or entertained audiences with her sexual humor on the radio. No body—no physicality—was required to amuse or irritate her audience. West made language sexy. With her one-liners, innuendo, double entendre, and tone, she turned linguistics into sexual allure; she turned the sex appeal of entertainment into a complicated affair. In 1934, Joseph Breen, the head of the Production Code Administration (PCA), commented on this: “Just so long as we have Mae West on our hands with the particular kind of story which she goes in for, we are going to have trouble. Difficulty is inherent with a Mae West picture. Lines and pieces of business, which in the script seem to be thoroughly innocuous, turn out when shown on the screen to be questionable at best, when they are not definitely offensive” (qtd. in Curry 1991, 64). Scripts alone could not help the PCA determine whether West’s performance would be virtuous or indecent, straight or funny. Critics and censors alike would find it difficult to pin down West and her particular brand of humor and sex; their difficulty affirmed her quip that it was not what she did, but how she did it.

Mae West paved the way for later female performers to command attention and control their sexuality via humor and performance. Though she was not the first to sell sex and its allure as entertainment, she did it with a style all her own, one that made her famous for her innuendo and one-liners and one that made female sexuality both funny and powerful.

Jamie Libby Boyle

References and Additional Resources

Belle of the Nineties. 1934. Directed by Leo McCarey. Paramount Pictures. Film.

Chandler, Charlotte. 2009. She Always Knew How: Mae West, a Personal Biography. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Craig, Stephen. 2006. “Out of Eden: The Legion of Decency, the FCC, and Mae West’s 1937 Appearance on The Chase & Sanborn Hour.” Journal of Radio Studies 13(2): 232–48.

Curry, Ramona. 1991. “Mae West as Censored Commodity: The Case of Klondike Annie.” Cinema Journal 31(1) (Fall): 57–84.

Curry, Ramona. 1996. Too Much of a Good Thing: Mae West as Cultural Icon. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Hamilton, Marybeth. 1995. “When I’m Bad, I’m Better”: Mae West, Sex, and American Entertainment. New York: HarperCollins.

Hirschhorn, Clive. 2009. Mae West: An Interview and Biography. San Francisco: Grand Cyrus Press.

I’m No Angel. 1933. Directed by Wesley Ruggles. Paramount Pictures. Film.

Jennings, C. Robert. 1971. “Mae West: A Candid Conversation with the Queen of Vamp and Camp.” Playboy (January).

Klondike Annie. 1936. Directed by Raoul Walsh. Paramount Pictures. Film.

Leff, Leonard. 1990. Dame in the Kimono: Hollywood, Censorship, and the Production Code, from the 1920s to the 1960s. New York: Grove Press.

Leider, Emily Wortis. 1997. Becoming Mae West. New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.

Louvish, Simon. 2006. Mae West: It Ain’t No Sin. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

My Little Chickadee. 1940. Directed by Edward. F. Cline. Universal Studios, 1998. VHS.

Robertson, Pamela. 1996. Guilty Pleasures; Feminine Camp from Mae West to Madonna. Durham: Duke University Press.

Sextette. 1978. Directed by Ken Hughes. Crown International Pictures, 2000. DVD.

She Done Him Wrong. 1933. Directed by Lowell Sherman. Paramount Pictures. VHS.

Watts, Jill. 2001. Mae West: An Icon in Black and White. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

West, Mae. 1959. Goodness Had Nothing to Do with It: The Autobiography of Mae West. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

West, Mae. 1975. On Sex, Health, and E.S.P. New York: W. H. Allen/Virgin Books.

West, Mae. 1997. Three Plays by Mae West: Sex, The Drag, and The Pleasure Man, edited by Lillian Schlissel. New York: Routledge.

Wojcik, Pamela. 1996. Guilty Pleasures: Feminist Camp from Mae West to Madonna. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.


WHITMAN, WALT (1819–1892)

The scope of what Americans consider to be entertainment is always in flux. Today, we consider social media, blogs, and memoirs types of entertainment. These communications and their present popularity may help us to understand the inventiveness and popularity of one of the most influential poets of the United States, Walt Whitman. Whitman’s writings, particularly his poetry, endeavor to communicate the same type of familiarity with the reader as we see in social media; whereas we now have catalogues of movies and books we like, of our favorite authors and video games all plotted out on Facebook and similar pages—all to tell our readers, “don’t you agree?”—Whitman provides catalogues of experiences, scenes from nature and from city life, and emotional responses to these; all of it, again, to say to the reader, “don’t you agree?” and perhaps, “I have been there, too.” His poetry and prose also mimic the shared personal experiences of the blog and the memoir.

Many students, poets, and casual readers of Whitman often find themselves parroting the almost cliché truth of so many entertainers like him, but, truly, Walt Whitman was ahead of his time. As such, as is also true for so many innovators and geniuses, appreciation for his work would not come from the masses until long after his death in 1892. However, once he could be properly appreciated outside of the “scandal” of his free and luxurious language (or, rather, once he could be appreciated for these scandalous words), Whitman’s style would grip the American writer’s imagination and continue to show itself in the works of generations of writers to follow, writers like Ezra Pound, Allen Ginsberg, Langston Hughes, William Carlos Williams, Derek Walcott, Irena Praitis, C. K. Williams, Charles Jensen, Shane Seely, and scores of others. Whitman’s influence is not limited to the word on the page; he was also conscious of creating a character of himself to accompany his writings. The convergence of dedication to his art and the construction of his public persona are good indicators that Walt Whitman saw himself as much more than a writer or even a poet—he saw himself as an entertainer.

In 1855, Whitman introduced himself into the American poetry world by self-publishing Leaves of Grass, a handsomely bound collection of only 12 poems. The binding of the publication is important because it demonstrates the sort of brashness and confidence he would become famous for. The cover was an ornate green with embossed gold lettering, similar to the types of covers for popular fictions published at the time rather than the works of poets who took their craft seriously. Because he did not include his name on the cover and only the beautifully detailed words “Leaves of Grass,” Whitman seemed to challenge a reader to give in to curiosity and open the book. This, again, is a theme we continue to see in his efforts—a continual challenge to the reader to “give in” or “let go” or even “embrace.”
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Walt Whitman, 1860. (Library of Congress)

Once a reader opened the cover of the original volume, he or she would be greeted by an image (daguerreotype) of Whitman himself looking young and adventurous rather than stolid and wise like the images of the serious poets of the time, the Fireside or Schoolroom poets, Longfellow, Whittier, Lowell, Holmes, and Bryant. He is simply dressed in what seems to be a working-class outfit; the Fireside Poets, by contrast, were always photographed in very academic and very “English”-looking outfits (after all, they were trying to be like the serious poets before them, all of whom were English, not American). The image and cover convey to the reader that this is something different and exciting; the words themselves would prove the point.

“The American poets are to enclose old and new for America is the race of races. Of them a bard is to be commensurate with a people,” Whitman says in the introduction of the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass. The idea of a unique American voice in poetry is one inspired, in part, by the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, whom Whitman greatly admired. Where Emerson’s focus (in essays such as “The American Scholar” and “The Poet”) is on the need for a literature that cleaved itself from the English/European influence, Whitman pushed toward the next logical step—the creation of a new American language. He saw America as the “great democratic experiment,” and he embraced the ideals of a “race” that outshone all others in its willingness to make the contributions of the various immigrants part of its true fabric. A sample from the most famous of the poems from the 1855 edition (later altered and titled “Song of Myself”) helps to illustrate this point: “The quadroon girl is sold at the stand.… the drunkard nods by the barroom stove/The machinist rolls up his sleeves.… the policeman travels his beat.…”

Every aspect of the human experience was worth writing down, worth noticing, worth celebrating in verse. The mundane details leap from their surroundings as parts of a delicate orchestration of “America.” Whitman’s words made not only the American landscape but the American people the subject of great wonder and of insurmountable hope. Certainly American writers, politicians, and notable speakers before him had promoted the idea of the superiority of America and the American experience (John Winthrop’s famous phrase “city upon a hill” from A Modell of Christian Charity, for instance), but Whitman’s words in Leaves of Grass came at a time when most Americans were not terribly impressed with their country, their government, or their fellow Americans. In essence, Whitman was writing to and about an idealized America that, to him, had fallen under a sleep or spell of despondence from which it needed desperately to wake. The themes of these first poems are expansive, but those hoping to understand the project of Leaves of Grass will benefit from some cursory notes on the most famous of these poems.

“Song of Myself” is the opening poem, and it introduces the reader to Whitman’s long lines and free form verses. The motion of the poem is as if the author is lifting the reader in a panoramic view over all of America, noticing citizens in their private moments and considering nature in intimate detail. Whitman makes up words as he goes, picks up dialects, and interweaves literary allusions with everyday references. The poem would become a model to almost all American poetry and would forever banish the influence of English formal poetry from its former dominance in American poetic writing.

“I Sing the Body Electric” is a precursor to Whitman’s poem collections about sex, sexuality, and gender (“Calamus” and “Children of Adam”). Here is the “scandal” of his first edition, but beneath the frank language about the body are lines about the value and worth of all human beings, in particular slaves. This is pre-Civil War, so the real scandal is perhaps two-fold—language about sexuality and language promoting equality.

“The Sleepers” is a haunting poem of tender longing of the poet for his subject, an entire population unawares of their connections one to the other. They are all so similar in their sleep, they are all equal and lovely. Many critics consider this poem to be the most accomplished of the first edition for its sustained theme and lyricism.

Though Walt Whitman did not gain much financial success from his publication of the first edition of Leaves of Grass, he did gain the recognition and admiration of a few notable writers, in particular Ralph Waldo Emerson, to whom he had sent a complimentary copy of the first edition. Emerson wrote back to Whitman a glowing review of his work that not only encouraged the poet, but prompted him to quickly publish a second edition, this time including the endorsement of Emerson, who famously wrote, “I greet you at the beginning of a great career.” Subsequent editions of Leaves of Grass each include noteworthy additions; in the 1856 edition, the most noteworthy is arguably “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” in which Whitman “time travels” to speak to those who may pass the same waterway years and generations after him and those around him. Whitman’s vision of one generation speaking to the next and of sharing the same moment across time might remind a reader of medieval mystic writings or even an Eastern influence.

Unfortunately, Whitman did not request the permission of Emerson to reprint his words, causing the latter to chide him and, later, step back from his full endorsement. The work was done, however, and thanks in part to Emerson’s words of praise and in part to curiosity over the controversy of the content of Leaves of Grass, Whitman began to be recognized as a celebrity among American writers—for better or worse (there were many who knew his name only for the scandal, Emily Dickinson among them). It is hard to say how Whitman’s celebrity might have grown over the next few years. He managed to publish another edition of Leaves of Grass in 1860, containing the collections mentioned previously, “Calamus” and “Children of Adam,” but his progress would be overshadowed by the Civil War.

Whitman worked as a psychological nurse for wounded soldiers in Washington, D.C., during the American Civil War, sitting at bedsides, talking with soldiers, and trying to provide whatever comfort he could. Aside from Louisa May Alcott’s slim account of her brief service as a nurse in Hospital Sketches and a few letters and journals from soldiers, Whitman’s poems and journalistic pieces provide perhaps the most fully realized vision of the human drama on and off the battlefield. Whitman assembled scraps of paper on which he would scribble parts of poems, sometimes notes for journal pieces, and many times information from soldiers—how to contact their family, what amenities they might need, and so on. Many of these scraps would be used for the poems of Drum Taps, which was first published as a stand-alone collection and, like most of his poetic works, later added to the ever-growing Leaves of Grass. Some of the more notable poems in this collection include, “Beat! Beat! Drums!,” which exemplifies the surge of energy sparked by the outbreak of war. The language demonstrates the vigor behind the rush to engage and to battle, and the blindness of that momentum and rage. “Vigil Strange I Kept on the Field One Night” recounts a narrator watching over the body of a slain comrade. Whitman calls the fallen “son [later ‘boy’] of responding kisses,” and the reader understands the brutality of war and the loss of youth/innocence—not only for the dead boy, but for his friend who is narrating the long night of watching over his dead body, and also the loss of innocence for the nation that had launched itself into a bloody and savage battle. “A Sight in Camp in the Daybreak Gray and Dim” continues the theme of senseless death as the narrator observes three bodies on stretchers. He notices one is handsome with “cheeks yet blooming,” and the poem ends after the narrator says, “Young man I think I know you—I think this is the face of the Christ himself,/Dead and divine and brother of all, and here again he lies.” “The Artilleryman’s Vision” takes the reader into the nightmare visions of a soldier returned from the battlefield attempting to sleep in a quiet home with his wife and child. The soldier’s thoughts turn to the actions of war and the scenery of the battlefield. Whitman is basically writing about post-traumatic stress disorder long before it had a name.

However melancholy the tone of the poems in Whitman’s Drum Taps can get, he manages to maintain a stubborn confidence in the good and potential of the new nation and the population of that nation. Whitman’s project of telling America the story of itself and creating in that story a mythos of heroes (mostly everyday people) continues through the war poems and into the poems that would become the sequel to Drum Taps, poems on the death of President Lincoln.

Two of the poems in this sequel are among the most famous and most anthologized of any of Whitman’s poems, and they are two of the most formally structured of any of his poetic works. It irritated him to no end that the poems most readers associated with his name were those that strayed so far from the innovations he had made in Leaves of Grass. Whitman went so far as to say that he wished he had never written one of them, “O Captain! My Captain!,” which gained newfound glory in the 1989 film Dead Poet’s Society (Weir), which starred Robin Williams as unorthodox English teacher Mr. Keating. The movie’s climax involves students standing on their desktops and repeating the words, “O Captain! My Captain!” The poem uses the metaphor of a captain who has led his ship to a prize/victory, but has died before he could celebrate with his crew. It was the perfect metaphor (if conventional) for the assassinated Lincoln, and it resonated (and continues to resonate) with readers.

“When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d” details some of Whitman’s final dissatisfaction with the sacrifices of not only Lincoln but of the many Americans who died in the war. As the funeral procession moves past, the reader follows Whitman’s struggle to make sense of the loss; though it has its hopeful moments, “Lilacs” is ultimately one of Whitman’s most somber poems because it does not hold to his steadfast hope in the good of his fellow man. In this poem, Whitman doubts, and, because it is rare, it is felt. Whitman called the Civil War the central event of his life, and the themes he picked up in Drum Taps and the Lincoln poems would continue throughout the remainder of his career, most notably in sections of his autobiography/philosophical work Specimen Days.

An Edward Norton movie about twin brothers and selling marijuana takes its name from Leaves of Grass. Famed author of The Hours, Michael Cunningham integrates the words of Whitman into his novel Specimen Days. Madonna quotes Whitman in her song “Sanctuary.” His enormous influence continues to be felt throughout the entertainment industry beyond the poets who, as critic and scholar Michael Robertson points out, “worship” Walt Whitman. The “old gray poet” has come to represent everything from American idealism to sexual/homosexual freedom to adventure to one of the many “dead white men” of the literary canon. A couple of groups have been very successful in manipulating and/or appropriating the “character” (if not the true personage) Walt Whitman.

Though there is little doubt that Walt Whitman was involved in homosexual relationships, and many of his poems and letters reveal an openness about his love for men on both an emotional and physical level, it is probably too limiting to call him gay in the exclusive context. Whitman claimed to have had relationships with women and even to have produced children (though the latter has never been verified). Some scholars believe he simply wanted to cover up his homosexuality so that his poetry would not be simply seen as the work of a gay man. In spite of any speculation of Whitman’s heterosexual or bisexual inclinations, the gay community has pretty much claimed Whitman as one of their own. Gay poets like Frank O’Hara, Allen Ginsberg, and Mark Doty reference Whitman as their forefather and/or equal. Any collection of “gay literature” is sure to include works by Whitman or works inspired by him, and countless gay websites include words from his works and images of Whitman himself.

Contemporary American poets have also claimed Whitman as one of their own though he has been dead for nearly 120 years. His long lines have fallen out of popularity, but his free verse, bombastic language, catalogs, and focus on the mundane and everyday as sacred and rich have all found their way into the works of almost all contemporary American poets (and probably many contemporary poets outside of North and South America). The Modernists did their best to try to free poetry of the “tyranny” of the Romantic poets, but none of them were able to dislodge Whitman, leading an exasperated Ezra Pound to write his much-anthologized “A Pact,” which begins, “I make a pact with you Walt Whitman.”

Unsurprisingly, Whitman has also been appropriated by the consumer culture. He graces the walls and book bags and gift cards of Barnes and Noble, his verses are scribed on coffee mugs and coasters in Starbucks and dozens of other coffee houses, and he can be found on t-shirts, postcards, posters, stickers, magnets, and just about any form of marketable goods in novelty shops and shops catering to academics, hipsters, and writers.

As a journalist, Whitman wrote a significant amount of prose during his long life, in addition to the poetry most Americans associate with him. In this way, he is almost the mirror to his longtime “teacher” Ralph Waldo Emerson, who produced elegant and beautiful verse while writing his famous essays, sermons, and philosophical speeches. Emerson’s poetry and Whitman’s prose are examples of the layers of talent often missed in those we admire for one form of art, for both reveal talent that does not cease at the category for which they are most famous; indeed, there are moments in Emerson’s poetry that show tremendous skill with meter and rhyme, and there are moments in Whitman’s prose works that demonstrate a masterful grasp on the tricks of rhetoric. His introduction to the 1855 Leaves of Grass is probably his finest work of prose for its sustained argument and language that still trills and lilts like his verse. It is a work composed in perhaps Whitman’s most hopeful moments, stepping into poetry in earnest and believing in the greatest good of America and its people. His later prose does not have the same drive and tuneful undercurrent, but two works are notable for clarifying his thoughts on the new “United States” after the Civil War. Democratic Vistas, written in 1871, features a clearly disillusioned Whitman wandering through his ideas about the current state of the nation, after war and after the death of Abraham Lincoln. Similarly, Specimen Days, written in 1882, serves as another example of Whitman’s inventiveness as he cobbles together notes from his life and experiences into a somewhat random collection that ultimately becomes a memoir of sorts, returning to the more positive tone of his earlier works, as if Whitman is determined to make his final words as hopeful as possible.

Whitman’s magnificent poem from Autumn Rivulets, “This Compost,” perhaps sums up the best that he has to offer to writers, students, soldiers, and anyone imagining something as new and vast as a nation, democracy, and life in general: “It grows such sweet things out of such corruptions.” Whitman continues to see the good and the possible in the world around him; a world that could be characterized (and often is) by war and strife, He applauds for its ability to continually birth the beautiful and good from the fetid and dead.

Cumulatively, Walt Whitman’s vision of America is one born from stubborn optimism—not even Civil War could shake (permanently anyway) his faith in the democratic project of a united nation. It is no wonder students and scholars return to his leaves again and again. Whitman reminds us, continually, that good is waiting to burst forth. He reminds us to hope.

J. D. Isip
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WILDER, BILLY (1906–2002)

Billy Wilder remains one of the most decorated filmmakers in history, yet a simple laundry list of all the awards that he won over the course of his long career would say little about his lasting influence on filmmaking in the United States. In particular, since Wilder began his career as a screenwriter and eventually would direct and produce his own work, he had an appreciation for the written word that was not often shared by his contemporaries. Even today, his films are not particularly remembered for technical or cinematic achievements, but more so for their memorable dialogue and conflicts based on situations that were otherwise deemed unacceptable by the censorship standards of his era. In fact, Wilder was such a skilled filmmaker that he often directed both comedies and dramas that had similar mature themes. Without his success as a writer-director, it seems unlikely that the so-called “New Hollywood” era of the late 1960s and the 1970s would have produced so many successful writer-directors if Wilder’s had not provided a model for them to follow.
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Billy Wilder, 1946. (AP Photo)

Perhaps his most significant contribution to American cinema was how he found ways for his films to use mature themes that censorship standards of his era would normally not allow. Since the Jewish Wilder immigrated to the United States from Paris (after first leaving his native Austria) in his late twenties to escape the rise of Nazism, he was not raised in the more conservative, Puritan-derived culture of the United States. Therefore, he was literally foreign to the Hays Code, the film industry’s self-imposed guidelines for censorship, which began to be actively enforced by Production Code Administration (PCA) boss Joseph Breen about the time Wilder started working in Hollywood as a screenwriter. No Hollywood film could be released without a certificate of approval from the PCA, which meant an almost total absence of any overtly “scandalous” material in Hollywood productions. While this included some typical grounds for censored material (nudity, profanity), it also extended to any sort of story lines that referred to adultery, spousal abuse, suicide, or premarital sex, which of course limited potential story lines and conflicts in Hollywood films aimed at adult audiences. In particular, this made adaptations of literature featuring such themes and conflicts very difficult, if not occasionally impossible, to adapt into Hollywood films.

However, whenever artistic restrictions are imposed in the name of censorship, it is natural that an artist will find a way to circumvent or otherwise remove those restrictions. Beginning with his 1944 adaptation of the James M. Cain novel Double Indemnity, he systematically broke down the restrictions of the Production Code while producing some of the greatest films of his era. Furthermore, unlike his contemporaries Wilder cowrote his own scripts, frequently with collaborators such as Charles Brackett (on 13 films until Sunset Boulevard in 1950) and later I. A. L. Diamond (on 12 films until Buddy Buddy 1981, the final film for both men). In addition, starting with Ace in the Hole in 1951, Wilder also produced his own movies. This gave him a level of control over his films that few of his contemporaries shared, resulting in him slowly but surely bypassing the restrictions of the Production Code. The Motion Picture Production Code finally disappeared in 1968 in favor of the more lenient ratings system that still exists today, and the critical praise and widespread popularity of Wilder’s films of the 1940s and 1950s played a significant role in easing the restrictions of the Code that later allowed American film to present mature content without intrusive censorship.

The source material of Wilder’s Double Indemnity adaptation was doubtlessly unsuitable for a Hollywood film in the Production Code era. In fact, when Cain’s agent sent the book out to the film studios almost a decade before Wilder’s adaptation, it was met with much interest and offers from the major studios, but Joseph Breen sent out a letter in response to the offers stating, “The general low tone and sordid flavor of this story makes it, in our judgment, thoroughly unacceptable for screen presentation before mixed audiences in the theater” (Lally 1996, 125–26). After all, the plot of Double Indemnity involves an insurance agent, Walter Neff (Fred MacMurray), helping archetypal crime novel femme fatale Phyllis Dietrichson (Barbara Stanwyck) arrange her husband’s murder to appear like an accidental fall from a train in order to collect on his life insurance, which has a clause that will pay double in the event of an accident. Walter falls for Phyllis and goes to great lengths to orchestrate the scam, and a story involving adultery, insurance fraud, suicide, and a character with no redeeming qualities like Phyllis was undoubtedly too controversial for the Production Code. Yet when Wilder and Paramount Pictures proceeded with the film several years later, they ignored similar resistance from the Production Code and pressed on, resulting in a film that adheres closely to the story line of Cain’s novel, which was likely shocking to contemporary audiences used to far tamer fare. In particular, the careful and uncomfortably ingenious planning and execution of the murder of an innocent man—which was foreign to audiences used to seeing death only being delivered to those who committed crimes or victims of random, senseless murders—showed that a murder didn’t have to be committed by a black-hearted gangster; it could be plotted by any average person who, given the right set of circumstances, could be swayed. To wit, Walter is a typical middle-class American insurance salesman, but all it takes is greed and, more importantly, his lust for Phyllis to turn an otherwise good man into a murderer.

Curiously enough, the two major departures the film takes from Cain’s novel were both praised by Cain himself as improvements on the source material. In a later interview, the author claimed, “I must say Billy Wilder did a terrific job. It’s the only picture I ever saw made from my books that had things in it I wish I had thought of. Wilder’s ending was much better than my ending, and his device for letting the guy tell the story by taking out the office dictating machine—I would have done it if I had thought of it” (McGilligan 1986, 125). The book’s ending—in which both Phyllis and Walter commit suicide—was not an acceptable conclusion by the standards of the Production Code, because it did not show the criminals paying for their sins to a degree that satisfied Code guidelines, and suicide was considered off limits. In the film, Walter murders Phyllis with a gun she has already shot him with after he finally realizes she intended to double-cross him all along. Walter stumbles back to his insurance office to record his confession on the company’s Dictaphone (which serves as the film’s framing sequence and diegetic source of narration) before his straight-laced, always suspicious coworker Barton Keyes (Edward G. Robinson) arrives to hear the end of his confession. Though Walter claims to Keyes that he’s running off to Mexico to escape the death penalty, he gets no further than the elevator before collapsing. This ending was considered more acceptable by the Production Code because it avoided the suicides and allowed the audience to see Walter confess that his insurance fraud murder scheme did not work out. Though Wilder filmed a scene where Walter was arrested and sent to the gas chamber, it was deemed much weaker than the film’s finished ending. As a result, Wilder was able to include a similar ending to the Cain novel within the strict rules of the Production Code while still pushing the boundaries of what the Code allowed.

Wilder followed up the groundbreaking Double Indemnity with a film that was equally significant, 1945’s The Lost Weekend. The film focuses on Don Birnam (Ray Milland), a New York writer who struggles with his alcoholism and plans to commit suicide because of how it hurts his loved ones. This was a far more realistic portrayal of alcoholism than Hollywood was used to—typically, alcoholics on film were often played for laughs as stereotypical drunk Irishmen or top-hatted high society types swinging from lampposts. This usual lightness is contrasted in the film’s memorable climax, in which Birnam, broke and broken-hearted, tries to hock his typewriter (symbolizing his livelihood) for booze money but finds all the pawn stores closed because it is Yom Kippur—appropriately the Day of Atonement. Unlike in Double Indemnity, Wilder was able to deal with the concept of suicide in the film, so once again he was pushing the limits of what was allowed by the Production Code—even material that he was unable to use just a year previously. Also unlike Double Indemnity (which possibly because of its controversial story did not win any Academy Awards despite seven nominations), The Lost Weekend was a major success at the Academy Awards, winning Best Actor, Best Screenplay, Best Director, and Best Picture statuettes. With only his fourth American film, Billy Wilder was already being recognized as a pioneering director.

But perhaps his most iconic film, and one of the greatest films about Hollywood ever, was released five years later. Sunset Boulevard—the story of a faded silent film star who refuses to believe she is no longer relevant in Hollywood and the young screenwriter, Joe Gillis (William Holden), whom she plans to use to get back in the spotlight—features one of the most fascinating characters in film history, the aging actress Norma Desmond, played by silent film star Gloria Swanson. The film ruminates on the power of fame and the desire for it despite its fleeting nature. Perhaps the most disturbing theme of Sunset Boulevard is the self-consuming power of fantasy. Norma Desmond truly believes in her ability to recapture her lost stardom even though she has been long forgotten by the public and the industry. Likewise, Gillis is willing to sacrifice everything—after all, he is initially driven to hide in Norma’s garage because he is escaping creditors—for success in the same industry that gave Norma wealth but ultimately abandoned her to her megalomania. The two characters share a fascinating dynamic of being a hungry has-been and a hungry never-was, yet both are obsessed with who they want to be rather than who they truly are. In Sunset Boulevard, therefore, Wilder demonstrates the price of fame to audiences who likely view the film through the lens of their own fantastic obsessions. Austrian actor-director Erich Von Stroheim, who in real life was nearly as forgotten as the fictional Norma Desmond, serves Desmond as not only her butler Max but also her only contact to the outside world. Max keeps up her illusions of grandeur with fake fan letters and constant praise in order to maintain her fragile mental health. He becomes part of Desmond’s fantasy world because he had a part in creating it, which says something about one who ends up becoming an enabler in a relationship with someone who is deeply troubled while trying to do “the right thing.” Sunset Boulevard, which won three Oscars, was immediately praised for its mature themes and it remains a Hollywood classic.

Wilder followed up Sunset Boulevard with a film that was almost as reviled to the degree that Sunset Boulevard was praised. But like many ahead-of-their-time, misunderstood films, Ace in the Hole has been subsequently critically reevaluated and is now considered one of Wilder’s best. The film is about self-destructive newspaper reporter Chuck Tatum (Kirk Douglas), who stumbles on the story of his career when a local man is trapped in a cave-in. It undoubtedly angered contemporary newspaper writers when Tatum manipulates the circumstances to keep the man trapped for days in order to keep his story—written by Tatum, naturally—on the front page of the major New York newspaper that he formerly worked for. The situation soon becomes a circus—both figuratively and literally, when an actual carnival springs up to cater to the curious onlookers—that may have seemed a bit like overkill to audiences in 1951, but was prophetic as concerns our modern era of 24 hour news networks and up-to-the-second Internet coverage. While the lesson might be more heavy-handed than his other films, Wilder again exposes how a more-or-less decent human being can be easily corrupted by circumstances that can be swayed into his favor, like in Double Indemnity, in order to gain fame, like in Sunset Boulevard. Tatum’s fate, of course, is unhappy, like so many of Wilder’s protagonists who are done in by circumstances that they put into motion but soon lose control of.

Equally controversial—but more acceptable in the frame of a comedy—was Wilder’s later iconic film, The Seven Year Itch (1955). The Seven Year Itch portrays the internal conflict of Richard Sherman (Tom Ewell), who struggles with maintaining fidelity to his wife when The Girl (Marilyn Monroe) moves into an apartment upstairs. Of course, the Hays Office forced Wilder and coscreenwriter George Axelrod (who wrote the play the film was based on) to tone down the references to adultery—which explains why much of the “scandalous” scenes are played out as fantasies—but the fact that Wilder was even able to make a film about a husband considering cheating on his wife after seven years of marriage is remarkable in that era of Hollywood censorship. Once again, he took the opportunity to find ways to present more mature conflicts in his films within the boundaries of what was considered “acceptable” while still finding ways to undermine those boundaries. In fact, just two years later, Wilder’s Love in the Afternoon (1957) ends with a seemingly out-of-place voiceover narration by one of the main characters which explains that the film’s two lovers get married and move to New York City. Fans of films of this era will recall how many films ended with some sort of symbol that the two lovers had gotten engaged or married as a way to appease the censors—one famous example is Alfred Hitchcock’s North By Northwest (1959), which includes a reference to the on-screen couple marrying in the film’s final seconds. Wilder seemed to otherwise ignore such requirements of “standards” and only included the voice-over to appease the censors—hence getting away with not having any visual indication of marriage in his film, mostly because Wilder obviously believed that a film about love and sex didn’t have to necessarily be about marriage.

But the greatest film that Wilder released in 1957 was Witness for the Prosecution, a courtroom drama set in England starring Marlene Dietrich as Christine Vole. Dietrich, in arguably the best performance of her career, is the grieving wife of Leonard Vole (Tyrone Power), who is accused of murdering Emily French, a wealthy elderly woman who listed Leonard as the beneficiary in her will. During the course of the trial and the film, it is revealed that both Christine and Leonard have extramarital affairs (although one of them is revealed to be a fictional attempt to fool the jury), and though Leonard did commit the crime, he is acquitted by the jury because Christine makes herself look dishonest in order to undermine her testimony for the prosecution. While Leonard does not survive the film, it’s important to note that unlike previous films, a sordid character like Christine does not face any immediate consequences for her role in the scheme and the murder of Leonard except for a hinted at upcoming trial. This is far removed from the immediate fatal consequences that played out in Wilder’s Double Indemnity the decade before.

In 1959, Wilder began his transition to the more pure comedies he would make in his later years with the Prohibition-era comedy Some Like It Hot, his first film starring his frequent collaborator Jack Lemmon and his second and final movie with Marilyn Monroe. Although Some Like It Hot is a comedy, Wilder did not shy away from the mature themes of his earlier work, as Lemmon and costar Tony Curtis spend nearly the entire film in drag and take every possible opportunity to work in innuendo via double entendres. While the jokes are timeless—the American Film Institute rated it the top comedy of all time in 2000, and it frequently appears near the top on other “best” lists—the material, which is saturated with bisexual and homosexual overtones (including a memorable kiss between Monroe and Curtis as “Josephine” and the film’s classic final line) was, as usual for Wilder, too much for the censors of the time. The film was not without controversy, of course—the Roman Catholic Legion of Decency gave it a “C” rating (Condemned), it was banned during its initial release in Kansas, branded “adults only” in Memphis, and, most significantly, it was released without Production Code approval because it never received it (McNally 2010, 128–29). Just a handful of years earlier such a release would have unthinkable, but Wilder again found himself in the forefront of the censorship battle in Hollywood.

Wilder’s final groundbreaking film in his career was The Apartment (1960). Though technically a comedy, The Apartment deals with numerous serious issues such as infidelity, suicide, and the lengths that people are willing to go in order to climb up the corporate ladder. The protagonist C. C. Baxter (Jack Lemmon) regularly offers his apartment to his managers at his insurance company job for their extramarital affairs, despite the fact that it makes him miserable and leads to his neighbors believing he is a disreputable playboy. In return, Baxter finds himself being promoted in the company. The action culminates with Baxter’s boss breaking the heart of the office elevator girl, Fran Kubelik (Shirley MacLaine), when he reveals in Baxter’s apartment that he will not leave his family for her. Baxter, who already had an unrequited crush on Fran, returns to his own apartment to find that Fran has overdosed on sleeping pills. Though he is able to nurse her back to health, the spiraling conflict leads to the timid Baxter eventually standing up for himself. Considering that only a few years earlier Wilder would not be able to even hint around this material, much less get awarded for it—the film won Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Screenplay Oscars for Wilder (the last with cowriter I. A. L. Diamond)—the most significant aspect of the film is how open it is about what goes on in Baxter’s apartment.

Over the course of his major films, Wilder often used similar characterizations for his protagonists and antagonists, particularly by gender. Double Indemnity’s Phyllis, Sunset Boulevard’s Norma, and Witness for the Prosecution’s Christine are all very unlike the typical women in Hollywood productions of their eras—though villains, all of them wield more power than their respective male counterparts and often wield it in order to undermine or control these men. Likewise, Wilder also often used self-destructive male protagonists, such as Walter in Double Indemnity, Joe in Sunset Boulevard, Tatum in Ace in the Hole, “Josephine” and “Daphne” in Some Like It Hot, and C. C. Baxter in The Apartment, who are convinced they have the power to control the events and circumstances around them to their benefit only to discover they are in way over their heads. The resolution of these films often involves the lead character coming to terms with his faults, but in some cases, as with Walter, Joe, and Tatum, the characters are too far gone because of their past sins and can only pay for them with their deaths.

Ironically, when it finally because socially acceptable to feature them, Wilder shied away from the more mature dramatic themes he so often explored in his 1940s and 1950s films. After The Apartment, Wilder spent the final two decades of his career directing comedies mostly starring Jack Lemmon, and later Lemmon’s frequent costar Walter Matthau, in the vein of Some Like It Hot. But by that time Wilder had made his mark: by the end of the 1960s, the Motion Picture Production Code was gone and replaced by a less restrictive ratings system, resulting in films featuring once-taboo themes that Wilder once had to fight to get released being commonplace with the rising crop of New Hollywood directors. Those filmmakers owe Wilder an incredible debt, for if he had not pushed the censorship of his era to the limit with his conflicted protagonists, they may have never had the opportunity to create their own masterpieces. But even the audience owes a debt to Billy Wilder just for the amount of classic films that he contributed to American cinema, which are still recognized as masterpieces today.

Christopher McKittrick
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WILLIAMS, HANK (1923–1953)

Hank Williams emerged at a key moment—AM radio was creating a wider, mass audience; World War II had brought diverse Americans, and their music, together; and recording companies were continuing to develop the commercial potential of regional music. As D. K. Wilgus notes, these sociocultural factors led record companies to recognize the “necessity of satisfying these special demands and the hopes of finding an economical way of satisfying all regions with a single product” (1970, 162). In essence, “industry executives sought to standardize their product and to develop new material” (Wilgus 1970, 164). This is not to suggest that Williams was merely a manufactured star molded by the whims of industry executives. Williams is the consummate artist who gives that emerging mold his own personal stamp and actually establishes the “country and western” star through his sincerity as a songwriter and performer—so powerfully that, following his death at 29, his legend and music serves as the yardstick of “authentic” country and western. His first #1 hit in 1949, “Lovesick Blues,” coincided with an important recognition within the music industry. Indeed, “The decade following the end of World War II witnessed the development of country music into a significant segment of American mass music.… Country music came under the aegis of the hit and star system. In 1941, Billboard began hesitantly to notice hillbilly music, first as ‘western,’ then as ‘folk,’ and finally in 1949 as ‘country and western’ ” (Wilgus 1970, 170). Williams, then, changed American entertainment through a confluence of sociocultural issues that coincided with his musical genius that, as a “hillbilly Shakespeare” (George 2007 33), crystallized “country and western” music as a genre that transcended its regional, “hillbilly” origins, thereby creating a truly American sound.
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Hank Williams, 1953. (AP Photo)

Hiram “Hank” Williams was born on September 17, 1923, in Mt. Olive, Alabama. His father, a shell-shocked veteran of the First World War, was admitted to a Veterans’ Administration hospital in 1930, and his mother moved the family to Montgomery, Alabama, in 1937. Williams’s first recognition as a musician came at 13 when “he won an ‘amateur hour contest’ in Montgomery, Alabama with a song protesting against the conditions facing laborers of the federal Works Progress Administration” (Leppert and Lipsitz 1990, 260)—the “WPA Blues.” Williams first formed his Drifting Cowboys in 1938. When he re-formed the band after the Second World War, Williams “became the biggest hillbilly music star in Montgomery” (countrymusichalloffame.org). In 1947, his popularity and songwriting talent garnered him a recording contract with MGM, and in the following year, he joined the Louisiana Hayride in Shreveport. His #1 hit with “Lovesick Blues” in 1949 led to a spot at the Grand Ole Opry until he was fired in the summer of 1952, only a few months before his death, due to the unreliability that was a consequence of his alcoholism and drug use (in part, a result of the back pain caused by spina bifida). Williams’s skills as a performer and songwriter, as well as his stage presence, were solidified by his 36 Top 10 hits in the 1940s and early ’50s, a large number of which were his own compositions. He was one of the first inductees into the Country and Music Hall of Fame in 1961 (along with Fred Rose and Jimmie Rodgers) and was inducted into the “Early Influence” category of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1987.

The historical context of Williams’s rise to fame is important. As Richard Leppert and George Lipsitz argue, we cannot simply see his abilities as transcending these contexts to become a seminal figure in the creation of country and western music because, “the real story of Hank Williams is how he remained part of the crowd by letting its diverse currents flow through him. His extraordinary popularity, his success at introducing country music to new audiences, and his influence on an astonishingly diverse range of popular musical artists and genres all stem from Williams’s ability to understand and articulate the blasted hopes and repressed desires of his audience” (1990, 259). This puts Williams, and his influence on the genre, beyond a strictly regional appeal. Some critics, however, still stress his relation to a racially white, rural working-class that makes him “a typical product of the forces of urbanization on the southeastern poor whites” (Wilgus 1970, 172). Williams may, on one level, be a “typical product” of this; however, his genius was an ability noted above “to understand and articulate the blasted hopes and repressed desires of his audience” beyond those strictly defined boundaries. The songs tap into a much more generalized concern that Aaron A. Fox sees as predominant in the discourse of country and western music, arguing that “the narratives of country songs emerge in the interstices of two competing, yet interdependent, cultural metanarratives … the metanarratives of Loss and Desire” (1992, 54). Certainly, on one level, Fox’s attention to the significance of capitalism to the metanarrative of desire, which constructs us as ever-consuming subjects wanting the new, relates to the effects of “urbanization on the southeastern poor whites.” And so does the metanarrative of loss as another response to that urbanization process, which prompts a nostalgic longing. This creates a tension in Williams’s music that he very adeptly handled. These operate in both what we may call his secular songs—such as the cheating and honky tonkin’ songs—as well as the more religious-based songs he released as Luke the Drifter. In this way, as Iain Ellis argues, “[t]he international success of Hank Williams marked the end of country and western music as a distinctly regional and working-class expression” (2010, 177). This is signaled even by the name of Williams’s band, the Drifting Cowboys. While the cowboy image, central to American identity even today, had been incorporated into the regional, hillbilly tradition by the 1930s, it served a key role by countering the negative connotations of the hillbilly stereotype that had limited the music’s potential for reaching a broader American audience (Wilgus 1970, 166). What results is an image and an “eloquent vernacular” with which Williams “reinvented the country idiom” (rockhall.com).

In effect, Williams transformed a regional vernacular idiom into that of, to borrow from Benedict Anderson, an “imagined community.” Though country and western music may not be an entirely national language, it does have a very broad appeal indeed in the United States, as well as a significant international audience. As Anderson states, “[t]he lexicographic revolution in Europe … created, and gradually spread, the conviction that languages (in Europe at least) were, so to speak, the personal property of quite specific groups—their daily speakers and readers—and moreover that these groups, imagined as communities, were entitled to their autonomous place in a fraternity of equals” (1995, 84). Country and western provides “a special kind of contemporaneous community which language alone suggests” by uniting “people wholly unknown to each other” together as consumers of the same type of music (Anderson 1995, 145). In terms of country music’s construction of an “imagined community,” we can recall President George Bush Sr.’s proclamation of “Country Music Month” in October 1991—significantly at the time of the first Gulf War. Bush stated that,

To listen to a country and western song is to hear the story of America set to music. It is a story of patriotism and hard work, a story of faith, opportunity, and achievement. Most of all, it is the story of a people whose love of freedom is equaled only by their love of life itself.… Country music is honest, good-natured music played with style and spirit. Like a favorite pair of faded blue jeans, it fits the way we live. Never out of fashion, always comfortable, country music has millions of fans in the cities and towns across the United States—people of all ages and walks of life. (qtd. in Mann 2008, 73)

Bush added that “country music lovers share an appreciation of the simple and most important things in life: faith, family, and friendship” (qtd. in Mann 2008, 73). As Geoff Mann points out in his reading of the speech, while “significant segments of post-World War II country music have always embraced the canonical elements of US conservatism: tradition, faith, family (of the ‘traditional’ sort), nationalism, and so on.… To identify ‘America’ and its ‘universal’ values with country music, however, leaves a great deal unsaid about the genre and its positioning in the broader social field of the contemporary US” (2008, 73–74). Country music is clearly repositioned within the metanarratives of loss and desire that Fox identifies as constitutive of the genre—that somehow, within the militaristic contexts of Bush’s proclamation, the U.S.’s military might (the economic driver of its industrial capitalist system and carrier of its desire) exports the nostalgically transmitted values of a “good-natured” down-home past. While we might be able to locate Williams’s music within his post-World War II and Cold War contexts and read it to argue that it presents a vision of life that can be juxtaposed to the paranoia of communism, what Bush’s speech asserts does not quite fit with even a cursory listening of Williams’ music. Is, for example, a song like “Your Cheatin’ Heart” upholding “traditional” family values? Is Williams’s moanful wail in such a song a voice from the past that we now hear lamenting the loss of such broadly defined values? But what is most important here is the sense that what Williams created is so powerfully emotive that it can be mobilized within “the broader social field of the contemporary US” in order to construct “imagined communities.”

We must, however, note the contentious issue about country and western music and race in the United States in regard to Williams’s use of a vernacular idiom and how he was a constitutive figure in the development of country and western as a form of American popular music and its role in fashioning “imagined communities.” Critics such as Mann (2008) and Jeffrey T. Manuel (2008), for example, argue that country and western music captures the sound of “whiteness” while questioning earlier assessments of the social origins of the genre, such as those of Wilgus. While Manuel and Mann note the important influence of African American music like jazz and blues on hillbilly music as well as country, they assert that the appeal of country and western essentially erases its historical, racial cross-influences. This is evident in the fact that Williams’s induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame mentions the significance of Rufus “Tee-Tot” Payne—an African American musician who played at parties and busked on the streets of Montgomery and the surrounding area—on Williams, while his induction into the Country Music Hall of Fame does not. As John R. George points out, “There can be little doubt that Rufus Payne was important to Hank Williams’s musical formation. Williams’s own comments, as well as those close to him, bear this out—there would have been no inclination to acknowledge Payne otherwise” (2007, 36). Yet recognizing that Williams’s “memory of Payne reveals a sense of admiration and affection for his mentor—but … also betrays a segregated sense of difference and separation” does not make Williams a racist, but we do need to remember that, since his death, the Williams legend has refashioned him: “Hank Williams was born, raised, and buried in the era of segregation—he was a man of his time, not ours. Hank Williams the Legend is, of course, of our time and not his” (George 2007, 40–41).

This point is relevant in terms of how an artist who changed American entertainment influences that genre as a legend. Indeed, his music is, arguably, more inclusive than much of what has followed into country and western in the twenty-first century because of how what he created is imitated. As Fox argues, loss and desire are still part of country discourse; however, it has become a clichéd genre in which the gap between the two grows much wider than it was when Williams so powerfully articulated them in his songs. In his post-World War II context, Williams’s songs were fresh and original—so much so that David Raines and Tricia Walker argue that, “[t]he old sentimental songs of home and the jam-up and honey hokum songs would no longer cut it for Americans who had been around the world. Williams demonstrated an acute insight into the human condition, and wrote about it in simple, poetic terms and in a language his audience understood” (2008, 48).

Ironically, and, perhaps, arguably, much of country music has been slipping back into pre-Williams “old sentimental songs of home and the jam-up and honey hokum” that Bush’s proclamation praises. But, with such an imposing, seminal figure, the shoes are always hard to fill. This, as Leppert and Lipsitz state, “is not to argue that Hank Williams found his way to an emancipatory political programme or even to a cultural vision completely free from dominant constructions of gender, sexuality and romance.… But it is to claim that Williams’s music and lyrics represented a significant refusal to accept dominant cultural narratives, and that they gave voice to potentials for resistance that remain important to this day” (1990, 260). Certainly, the “cheatin’ ” and honky-tonk songs move to capture a larger, more diverse audience than Williams’s early protest song “WPA Blues.” These songs, along with others on themes of frustrated desire, enabled a significant crossover in terms of appeal from country and western as Williams was developing it over into the pop market. In 1951, Tony Bennett covered “Cold, Cold Heart,” although he protested “every inch of the way. Despite his misgivings, it became one of the biggest hits of his career, and paved the way for country songs to make major inroads into the pop market” (Escott 1990, 17). But the wider exposure did more than just make money for Williams and the record companies, it earned him recognition “as an important popular songwriter” (rockhall.com, emphasis mine).

Although the popular appeal may have been furthered by covers like Bennett’s, Williams does transcend musical genres in much the same way that Johnny Cash does. Country and western music, to a certain degree, has attempted to reassert its own notion of “authenticity” ever since Williams’s death while, somewhat paradoxically, asserting his authenticity in the genre. Returning to the issue of language, “imagined communities,” and the good and bad influences of the Williams legend, what is notable here is his country “twang.” On one level, this is a regional marker that Williams was able to use effectively in order to carry something of earlier regional musical forms into the mainstream. But, as Ellis (2010) states, he does mark the end of a strictly regional appeal. Williams established the vocal texture that country music is dependent on even today because of the advancements of mass communications at the time that he rose to national and international stardom, prompting diverse audiences to identify his voice with the genre. As Geoff Mann points out in his discussion of contemporary country and western music, “it is not just the words to the songs that matter. Before considering the words to the songs, it is important to note also the material qualities of the country vocals: the music is almost always sung with the diction and inflection of the southern US, whether or not the performer is a southerner.… Twang—lyrical and/or musical—is thus self-referential in country music, it avers a song’s authenticity like a badge or bumper sticker” (2008, 79). In Williams’s songs, however, the words do matter and work in conjunction with his “twang”—the two are inseparable if one just listens to the powerful vocal crescendos that he achieves in his songs in order to compliment both the emotion conveyed and the instrumentation. But few have accomplished this in his wake, though many certainly have tried to imitate it. Again, as Mann notes, this leads to a negative influence on subsequent country performers which the legend rather than the man is responsible for: “The fact that non-southerners adopt it [twang] speaks not only to its commercial necessity, but also to its broader cultural-political significance to most country music audiences, inside and outside the South. Indeed, one never hears nonsouthern country artists criticized for putting on a ‘phony’ accent, and for precisely this reason—the genre’s authenticity is asserted and secured by vocal practices” (2008, 80).

Williams’s sincerity is not in doubt as a performer and songwriter. While he is the most significant influence in how country and western came to be defined as a musical genre, if we return to the issue of language and regionalism, we can see how his presence and artistry continue to define the genre—for both good and, perhaps, bad. Few have ever approached his musical genius in country and western, while many imitate him in terms of performance, appearance, and/or reputation, which, at times, produces a sort of country and western kitsch. On the other hand, he clearly influenced the “outlaw” genre that reinvigorated the fading popularity of country and western music in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Hence, in relation to the notion of country and western music’s construction of an “imagined community,” Williams’s lyrics and music tapped into “potentials for resistance,” and we can see that plurality in the contested nature of country and western music today in terms of audience and its massive popularity, for as observed by Lewis, “contemporary country music is listened to, and purchased by, a multi-faceted audience with various competing—and even sometimes conflicting—social values and positions” (1997, 169). This is the lasting legacy of Hank Williams and it continues to invigorate country and western music.

Jim Daems
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WILLIAMS, JOHN (1932–)

Most people would not recognize John Williams if they bumped into him on the street, but they would recognize his music almost instantly. If you have seen Jaws (Spielberg 1975), Star Wars (Lucas 1977), Raiders of the Lost Ark (Spielberg 1981), E. T. (Spielberg 1982), Schindler’s List (Spielberg 1983), Saving Private Ryan (Spielberg 1998), or any of the Harry Potter series, you have heard Williams’s music. And that is the short list; he has composed music for over 100 films. Williams wrote his first major film score in 1958 and is still composing film scores today. His compositional style has developed significantly over the years, and today many audiences can recognize his scores by this style. These scores stand alone as art, independent from the cinematic visuals, as impressive compositions in complexity, length, and magnitude. The most easily identifiable trait common in Williams’s classical-and-romantic-inspired compositions is the rich sound of the full symphony orchestra, a sound that he revived in the 1970s that has remained popular in film scores ever since. The multitude of instruments facilitates his leitmotifs, or themes, that come to represent characters or events and the moods or ideas associated with them through repetition. Film composers have adopted both Williams’s full orchestra and his leitmotif layering; however, they take care to avoid plagiarism of other’s work when looking to the past for inspiration. Williams’s work has brought this issue to the surface, and it remains relevant today in music sampling. While Williams has been accused of plagiarizing, his scores have always been found to be his own original works. And for him, that means success: people like his compositions on the theater screen, performed by a live orchestra, or played on a home listening device.

The scores of contemporary top box-office films don’t sound like the ones from the 1950s. This is partially due to improved recording technology and advances in electronic music, but also due to changes in compositional style. Before the invention of talking pictures in the 1920s, silent films were accompanied by an organist or pianist who would supplement the visuals with classical pieces that reflected the action. Few films had original music or dedicated scores. In 1926, Don Juan (Crosland) became the first feature-length film with synchronized visuals and sounds, which included sound effects and an orchestral score but no dialogue. The Jazz Singer (Crosland), premiered in 1927, set box-office records with its successful combination of sound effects, orchestral score, dialogue, and songs. Film scoring developed as an art in the 1930s as composers experimented with available sounds and recording processes. During this decade, Walt Disney scores, composed by Frank Churchill, Carl Stalling and several others, were among the most popular with their mix of classical pieces, jazz, folk, pop, and original music, and their popularity legitimized the release of original soundtrack music albums (Scaruffi, 2007). Following the evolution of popular music, films often integrated popular songs of the era, and film scores reflect these changing styles as well. Williams’s early music is no exception: in 1958, the first film he scored, entitled Daddy-O (Place), was released. The score reflects the jazz and noir interests of the era. Williams began gaining notice in Hollywood as he continued working on his own scores and playing the piano on other’s scores, receiving his first nomination for an Academy Award for the 1967 film Valley of the Dolls (Robson). Much of the score for this film is source music, songs written by Dory and Andre Previn and adapted by Williams. In 1971, Williams won his first Academy Award, for Original Song Score and Adaptation with the film adaptation of Fiddler on the Roof (Jewison), in which he relied on the original Broadway music.

[image: image]

John Williams, 2010. (AP Photo/John Raoux)

By 1974, Williams had adapted and composed music for films and television shows in several diverse genres, including melodrama, thriller, comedy, adventure, western, and disaster. His work up to that point exhibited a range of styles and techniques, carefully paired with visuals to enhance the final product. Recognizing Williams’s talent, a young Steven Spielberg asked him to score his directorial debut, The Sugarland Express. The partnership proved successful, and so Spielberg asked him to score his next film, Jaws. This 1975 film is widely regarded as one of the greatest of all time: it grossed over $7 million opening weekend and was one of the first to gross over $100 million during its time in theaters (Kennedy, 1997). Williams’s score for Jaws was recognized with an Academy Award for Best Original Dramatic Score. The music for the shark, an alternating between two notes that are a half step apart, is used as a leitmotif, always signaling the approaching danger of the shark. Williams has continued developing his use of leitmotif throughout his career, though the Jaws shark theme might still arguably be his best known.

Williams’s relationship with Spielberg has been amicable and profitable for both men, though perhaps especially for Williams, whom Spielberg recommended to his friend George Lucas for his project, Star Wars. When the film was released in 1977, it was a huge box-office success. In his review that year, Roger Ebert praised the film: “We get involved so quickly, because the characters in Star Wars are so strongly and simply drawn and have so many small foibles and large, futile hopes for us to identify with” (1977). Our understanding and realization of Lucas’s compelling characters is closely associated with Williams’s extensive layering of character-associated leitmotifs and themes throughout the film score. To do this, Williams composed all the music for the film himself, instead of incorporating classical pieces or previously recorded source music, and then for the film recording, he conducted the London Symphony Orchestra performing the score. The score is a large-scale symphonic piece that signals the narrative’s epic nature, and its sound and sound effects have come to signal the science fiction adventure genre. For his work, Williams earned an Academy Award for Best Original Score. He was nominated for this award for the scores of the following two Star Wars movies as well.

Deploying a similar compositional style, Williams went on to win the Oscar in 1982 for E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial and again in 1993 for Schindler’s List. Altogether, in addition to numerous other awards, Williams has 45 Academy Award nominations, making him second only to Walt Disney for the most nominations. Given his success, Williams’s impact on film has been great. One example of this is that his symphonic compositions revived full orchestral scores in film. While early film used symphony orchestras, this type of compositional style fell out of favor quickly, perhaps because jazz and popular songs, which did not require full orchestras, became common in film music. Whatever the reason, the symphony orchestra made a triumphant return to film after the 1977 Star Wars box-office blowout. Williams commented on this trend in an interview: “Fabulous sounds [the symphony orchestra] can produce a great range of emotional capabilities. […] It’s too useful and successful not to have it back. I think that after the success of Star Wars the orchestras enjoyed a very successful period because of that” (Byrd, 1997). Williams’s scores inspired a return to the symphony orchestra, and this sound continues to prevail in films today. In these scores, he employs large-scale symphonic construction, thematic development, leitmotifs, fanfares, and marches, creating a sound similar to that of late Romantic compositions written in the last part of the nineteenth century by artists such as Hector Berlioz, Antonin Dvořák, Gustav Holst, Gustav Mahler, Richard Strauss, and Richard Wagner. Because of this style of composition, Williams’s music has been called neoclassical or neoromantic. Over 35 years have passed since the Star Wars debut that popularized his style, and in this time he has continued to develop the musical techniques that accentuate the drama and emotion of the cinematic visuals while his film scores have inspired subsequent generations of composers and viewers. Audiences today expect the lush sounds, rich textures, and recurring motifs that Williams popularized, and many contemporary composers cite him as an inspiration, whether they compose for film, like Hans Zimmer, or video games, like Jeremy Soule.

In addition to influencing other composers and audience expectations with his compositional style and characteristic sounds, Williams’s memorable leitmotifs continue to effectively influence audience interpretation. Familiar leitmotifs, such as the Jaws shark music, come to represent the character so thoroughly that even when the character is absent, the leitmotif suggests the idea of the character. This means that the leitmotif is a symbol for an idea, not just a particular character or event. One example of this is the incorporation of the Jaws leitmotif, with the approval of Spielberg, into the score of the 1996 film Swingers. In the scene in question, a group of men are attempting to pick up women at a party, and as one of the men begins a conversation with a woman that leads to her giving him her phone number, the Jaws leitmotif begins to play. The music grows in volume, drowning out the dialogue, until the exchange concludes and the leitmotif climaxes. The ironic use of the leitmotif creates humor: instead of a shark preying on a human for a meal, the scene features a man preying on an attractive woman for her number. The climactic moment for both cases is the victory of the predator, but the consequences of this are much less severe in Swingers.

While this first example demonstrates leitmotif transference for humor, the next example uses the same technique for political commentary. This leitmotif, almost as recognizable as the Jaws leitmotif, is Williams’s “Imperial March” from Star Wars, which also functions as Darth Vader’s theme. To shape audience reception of Darth Vader, the composition has brass instruments playing a march in a minor key. The ominous melody signals Darth Vader’s evilness while the march style represents his military power over the Evil Empire. The Queen of England’s Royal Guards purposefully used this leitmotif in 2007 to greet King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia upon his arrival for a visit with the Queen. The King’s visit was controversial due to his continual disregard for human rights standards and the spread of Islamic extremist tracts in England. To fulfill their obligation and protest the King simultaneously, the Royal Guard chose to perform the “Imperial March,” suggesting that the King is an evil man ruling an Evil Empire of his own. While it is unlikely that the King recognized the selection, certainly much of the British population did. This act of protest was only effective because of Williams’s careful development of the leitmotif technique in modern film scores, which allows music to represent specific ideas, and general familiarity with Darth Vader’s leitmotif, which allows the public to connect the specific ideas associated with Darth Vader to King Abdullah.

The juxtaposition of a familiar leitmotif with a new event or character layers the idea represented by the music onto the current situation. The reuse of leitmotif can quickly communicate information to affect interpretation, whether for comedic or political purposes. While these themes may be familiar and effective, not just anyone can use them: the music belongs to Williams and, depending on the piece, perhaps to the producer, the production company, the orchestrators, and others. In the case of Swingers, the director sought approval of Spielberg for his incorporation of the Jaws leitmotif before the film was released. In order to perform the “Imperial March,” the Royal Guard purchased the sheet music, thereby securing their right to perform someone else’s music. Whether it’s a film score or a research paper, using someone else’s ideas as your own is plagiarism. Admittedly, in music it can be difficult to decide whether a similarity between two pieces is just that or an instance of plagiarism. Williams and his music have brought attention to the issue of musical plagiarism over the years.

Williams himself has been accused of plagiarism, both casually by film viewers and through the legal system. The first case is much more common than the second: given the classical and romantic influences evident in his scores, film viewers often find similarities between his pieces and classical and romantic works. For example, the “Imperial March” sounds similar to Gustav Holst’s “Mars: The Bringer of War” from The Planets suite, composed in 1914. However, an examination of both Williams’s and Holst’s scores shows no copying or rearranging that constitutes plagiarism. It is quite possible that Holst’s “Mars” provided inspiration for Williams, but Williams’s score is largely considered original. While he was not charged with plagiarism of this piece, Zimmer, whose compositional style Williams influenced, was sued by the Gustav Holst Foundation in 2006 for copyright infringement on “Mars” in the 2000 film Gladiator (Schweitzer 2006). Williams faced his first plagiarism charge in 1978, when amateur songwriter Wilma Ferguson claimed that he copied the theme from her unpublished love ballad “Jeannie Michele” in the music he composed for NBC’s A Time to Love. Williams stated he had never heard the song before and analyzed the pieces to illustrate their differences and asked for a summary judgment that concluded the case in his favor (Ferguson v. National Broadcasting Company). In 1983, Williams faced another charge of plagiarism, from composer Les Baxter, who claimed that the six-note theme from Williams’ score for the 1982 film E. T. was plagiarized from Baxter’s 1954 piece “Joy.” A jury found that the two pieces are similar, but that Baxter’s copyright did not cover the theme that he accused Williams of plagiarizing because the music of Baxter’s score was not “original music”: the sequence of notes in question was too common for anyone to claim legal ownership of it (Kendall 2000). A jury verdict found Williams innocent, settling the case in 1990. In both of these cases, the sound of his compositions bore resemblance to another’s composition, but unlike in Zimmer’s case, the similarity was not fraudulent.

Williams’s scores reflect classical and romantic musical inspiration and offer an example of careful balance of inspiration and originality fit to visuals. But his work has brought issues of musical plagiarism to the forefront: How do we determine what sounds are too similar? If there’s a chance that a composer may have heard someone else’s music before and then composes a piece that sounds similar, the composer may be charged with plagiarism, depending on how similar the music is. Additionally, digital technology has changed our experience of music: Both the audio and printed scores from a performance are more widely accessible, which means more people are listening to and looking at compositions, and they can return to these audio and visual files repeatedly for close study. As in the case pursued by Ferguson, a wider audience can result in more comparisons between compositions, and with a limited number of notes available, more similarities found. Williams had never heard Ferguson’s unpublished piece, but she had heard his music and found the similarities to be striking. Further analysis of Williams’s and Ferguson’s compositions revealed the similar theme in question also in a piece by J. S. Bach. While Williams was reviving the symphonic orchestra in film music through similarities between his compositions and those of the classical and romantic periods, the new digital technologies enabled the reuse of one sound recording in another, a music form called “sampling.” Sampling became common in popular music in the late 1970s, the same time that Williams’s scores were becoming well known. The history of sampling includes many court cases of plagiarism and copyright infringement, motivated by the sampling of a song without the permission of the original artist. Williams’s historically inspired scores have influenced other film composers to (carefully) return to past orchestral structures and have arguably influenced the development of sampling.

Despite similarities between Williams’s compositions and those of his predecessors, his work has drawn a large audience even outside of the theater. Increasing public interest in his film scores led to the release of the film scores as albums. Soundtrack albums, which to that point had often contained primarily the songs performed by characters in the film and the popular songs from the film’s score, incorporated much more of the film score to great success. Williams has won 21 Grammy Awards, 3 of which were for the original 1977 Star Wars film: Best Pop Instrumental Performance, Best Instrumental Composition, and Best Album of Original Score Written for a Motion Picture. For that soundtrack, he was also given an Academy Award for Best Original Score, a British Academy of Film and Television Arts Award for Best Film Music, and a Golden Globe Award for Best Original Score. The soundtrack was released in 1977 as a double LP that included the main theme, Princess Leia’s theme, the Cantina Band music, and more. The soundtrack was immediately successful. Given its instant and ongoing popularity, in 2005 the American Film Institute recognized it as the most memorable film score of all time (“AFI’s 100 Years of Film Scores”). After the release of the soundtrack in 1977, the band Meco released their “space disco” versions of the Star Wars music, which held the #1 spot on Billboard’s Hot 100 list for two weeks that October. Additionally, Williams’s original Star Wars music has been arranged for performance by any number and type of instruments, from solo organ to high school marching band to the Royal Guard’s performance for the King of Saudi Arabia. Film music had moved off of the screen and into personal collections. Williams’s influence on the rise and spread of film music does not stop there: he was the Principal Conductor for the Boston Pops Orchestra from 1980 to 1993 and continues to participate as Laureate Conductor. Within this position, he has performed and recorded more of his film scores, increasing the size of his audience and the overall public appreciation of offscreen film music.

While inspired by classical and romantic compositions, Williams’s scores are unique and timely, reflecting the development of film music as well as his historical sources of inspiration. And even when the audience leaves the theater, they remember the leitmotifs. As technology develops, music will continue to explore the boundaries of sound, from similar sounds to sampling, and film composers will continue to employ the range of available sounds to best suit the corresponding visuals. But even as the composing process changes, Williams’s work will continue to inspire and shape film composition. His style has become a standard, and composers and audiences continue to find his work expressive and dramatic. Just as Williams’s Darth Vader leitmotif represents evil power, his compositions have come to represent the standard sound for today’s film scores. As film themes and compositional styles change, his lasting influence will continue to serve as a strong foundation for film score composers.

Sarah V. Moseley
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WILLIAMS, TENNESSEE (1911–1983)

If it’s true that, as Frank Rich of The New York Times said, “Depending on your feelings about Long Day’s Journey Into Night, A Streetcar Named Desire is either the greatest or second-greatest play ever written by an American,” then no further argument need be made in favor of Tennessee Williams’s influence on the American stage, or, by extension, our culture (1992). The fact that A Streetcar Named Desire has been in nearly constant production since its 1948 debut; that it has been made into an opera, ballet, film, teleplay, and Simpsons episode; that yelling “Stella!” some 60 years after a young Marlon Brando exclaimed it in the film version, still carries some cultural currency, all speaks to the influence of Tennessee Williams on American Media. From The Glass Menagerie to Streetcar to Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, high school and college students across the globe are exposed again each year to the morose musings of Thomas Lanier Williams from Columbus, Mississippi. Can anyone who has read or seen Williams’s plays doubt that the references to the difficulties associated with being a homosexual in America that pervade his work have played no small part in the forming of a more accepting and compassionate U.S. culture? A direct line can be drawn from Tennessee Williams, with dozens of stops between, to Glee, the legalization of gay marriage, and growing likelihood of a more perfect union for homosexual and heterosexual America. More broadly, his plays, screenplays, novels, short stories, and poems are filled with the decay and lost dreams of the Deep South that Faulkner, Flannery O’Connor, Carson McCullers, and John Kennedy Toole all tell about in their respective Southern Gothic texts. Yet, like the writers mentioned above, Williams’s work reveals not only the decay, but also the underlying and essential humanity of the South, using the depravity of their settings and characters to beg the reader’s sympathy, to request “the kindness of strangers.”
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Tennessee Williams, 1948. (AP Photo)

While Williams’s influence on Broadway is undeniable, just as important are the Hollywood adaptations of his plays, which have had a lasting influence on American media. Beginning in the 1950s, film versions of Williams’s plays, which frequently omitted much of the more “adult” material that the stage versions explored, played a critical role in weakening the Motion Picture Production Code’s content stranglehold on American cinema. No other writer’s works leveled as broad an assault on the MPAA’s draconian rules concerning what it termed “sexual perversion” as adaptations of plays like A Streetcar Named Desire, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, and Night of the Iguana did. A direct line can be traced from the Warner Bros. version of Streetcar through the end of the Production Code and forward to films like Brokeback Mountain (Lee 2005) and American culture’s current increasingly more humane ideas concerning human sexuality, frailty, and decency. Williams’s plays taught us to care for and about people who were arguably, at times, hard to like, and the films based on the plays helped immeasurably to bring down a system of censorship that prevented the broader film audience from learning the same lessons.

Is there any character less likable, or less sympathetic, than Blanche DuBois? Having pushed her late husband to suicide upon uncovering his homosexuality, having slept with one of her high school English students, having engaged in prostitution at the Hotel Flamingo in Laurel, Mississippi, Blanche arrives on the doorstep of her sister and brother-in-law at the Elysian Fields apartments in New Orleans—some paradise. Blanche is prejudiced; when Stella reminds her that Stanley is Polish, Blanche responds, “Oh, yes. They’re something like the Irish, aren’t they? … Only not so—highbrow?” Blanche is cruel to her sister, commenting on her weight, on the squalor of the apartment, on her clothes, all within minutes of her arrival on scene. As soon as she walks into Stella and Stanley’s life, she drinks like a frat boy on spring break. Blanche admits to her indiscretions, even to “entertaining” groups of soldiers at a time at Belle Reve, the family’s ancestral plantation, which had been sold piece by piece as its inhabitants died off from TB and syphilis. Blanche is the furthest extent of the tragic hero, making Vivien Leigh’s 1951 film portrayal of her (despite the many changes to the play’s “objectionable” material) definitive. Leigh, who had played Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind (Fleming 1939) 13 years before, struggled throughout her spotty career with mental illness and tuberculosis. Her quasi-autobiographical performance in the film captures the paradoxical nature of Blanche, a character so fallen and so deeply flawed and yet so pitiable.

The film’s version of scene 6 of the 11-scene play, arguably its climax, gives us Blanche at her most vulnerable and sympathetic moment. She is on a date with Mitch, originally played onstage and subsequently on-screen by Karl Malden, and the casting could not be more perfect—who would be desperate enough to seek a romance with Karl Malden? Blanche recounts her discovery of Allen (her late and latent husband) in bed with an older man:

He was a boy, just a boy, when I was a very young girl. When I was sixteen, I made the discovery—love … But I was unlucky. Deluded. There was something different about that boy, a nervousness, a softness and tenderness which wasn’t like a man’s, although he wasn’t effeminate looking—still—that thing was there.… I didn’t know anything except I loved him unendurably but without being able to help him or help myself. Then I found out. In the worst of all possible way. By coming suddenly into a room that I thought was empty—which wasn’t empty, but had two people in it … the boy I had married and an older man who had been his friend for years.… (115)

When Blanche later says to Allan, “I saw! I know! You disgust me,” in reference to discovering him in bed with another man, he promptly commits suicide. Blanche’s inability to cope with her response to Allan’s homosexuality and, consequently, to his suicide, haunts her to the point of delusion, a fact that is highlighted by orchestral accompaniment every time her dead husband is mentioned in the play (Williams’s use of music onstage warrants a longer discussion than this space provides). Blanche is ruined and is nearly fully exposed to Mitch at this moment of the play, though she hasn’t mentioned that she has slept with every other man alive since that moment with Allan. Mitch’s response to Blanche’s tale is one of the most tender and beautiful moments in theater: “You need somebody. And I need somebody, too. Could it be—you and me, Blanche?” To which she replies: “Sometimes there’s God—so quickly!” I have taught this play for years and also shown the film countless times, and these lines never fail to draw the same sympathetic, even tearful response from the audience. The lines border on melodrama, but they work. They work in the most remarkable way, given that we know so much about Blanche, that there is so much to dislike and yet she is human, worthy of salvation, even in the guise of an unattractive, brutish man.

Alas, Blanche is not to be saved. We don’t go to Williams for this. Williams is too real; despite the melodrama and the hysterics, his characters are profoundly human, failed. Stanley tells Mitch about Blanche’s past sexual indiscretions; Mitch tries to force himself on Blanche before leaving her alone and screaming. What Mitch doesn’t succeed in doing, Stanley does, while Stella sits in a hospital with their new baby. Stanley’s rape of Blanche is real too. He is an unrelenting pig, wholly irredeemable to all but Stella. After the rape, Blanche is reduced to complete madness. Williams knew about madness, the recurring subject of so many of his plays, firsthand as his sister, Rose, was schizophrenic, which led to her being lobotomized when the playwright was a young man. The end of Streetcar seems less of a rescue in this light, as Blanche’s famous reliance on the kindness of strangers will likely do her little good where she’s going. All of which begs the question: What did Blanche do to deserve this? Was she a pure victim of circumstance, or has she committed some cardinal sin? The answer lies in something she says to Stanley before he rapes her: “Some things are not forgivable. Deliberate cruelty is not forgivable. It is the one unforgivable thing in my opinion and the one thing of which I have never, never been guilty.” But, of course, she has been guilty of it, in condemning her late husband, in her inability to accept and understand him. In the end, we can do nothing but weep for Blanche as her reliance on the kindness of strangers begs our sympathy and, by extension, sympathy for all of the fallen, the damaged.

It would have been easy for Williams to give us a flatter, more victimized Blanche, but this was not his task. Blanche in all her bigotry, sexual depravity, alcoholism, and general nastiness remains unworthy of intentional cruelty. Williams’s broader influence on our culture came about as a byproduct of bringing his plays to Hollywood. It is telling that for the 1951 film, Joseph Breen’s Motion Picture Production Code office allowed Blanche’s character to remain largely intact. Censors ultimately agreed to allow the rape into the film as well, provided that the end of the film be changed to show Stella leaving Stanley instead of staying, for as the Code stated: “Crimes against the law shall never be presented in such a way as to throw sympathy with the crime as against law and justice or to inspire others with a desire for imitation” (Motion Picture Production Code 2009). In other words, Breen’s office ruled that Stanley must be punished for the rape of Blanche. Williams was never satisfied with the “Hollywood” ending of the film, in which Stanley is punished for his actions by losing Stella. In an interview he told Gene Phillips, “A Streetcar Named Desire was a brilliant film until the very end, when the distortion of the censorial influences made it appear that Stella would no longer live with Stanley because of what had happened to Blanche at his hands. I am sure that Kazan was as reluctant as I was to accede to this moralistic demand” (1979, 85).

The one arguably unforgivable change to the original play was the omission of reference to Blanche’s late husband’s homosexuality. To be fair, this was not a change demanded by Breen’s office as Tennessee Williams and Elia Kazan, who directed the film, didn’t bother to even try to include it because the Code was clear: “Sex perversion or any inference to it is forbidden” (Motion Picture Production Code 2009). This was universally understood to apply specifically to gay or lesbian portrayals, which were frequent in Code-era films, though heavily veiled. The public discussion of changes to the film, taking place on the pages of magazines and newspapers, was ultimately more influential in shaping American media than the film itself. In a review of the film, John McCarten of The New Yorker wrote, “Faithful translation to the screen.… This is obviously strange and gamy stuff for Hollywood; and Elia Kazan … and his associates are to be commended for sticking fast to Mr. Williams’ intentions at a time when the shadow of the censor has frightened so many movie men away from any theme not easily reduced to syllables appropriate to the industry” (1959, 111). In fact, a year before the film was released, Breen’s office had successfully banned The Bicycle Thief in America (De Sica 1948), in part because of a five-second shot of a young boy, back to camera, urinating on a wall. McCarten’s review is telling in its acknowledgment of the damaging censorship that the Production Code Office was engaged in, even if his assessment that the themes of the play are largely intact is tenuous at best. A review in Time, whose readership represents a broader swath of Americans, argued much the same thing: “Though this movie has flaws, it can claim a merit rare in Hollywood films: it is a grown-up, gloves off drama of real human beings.… Within the limits of Hollywood’s self-censoring Production Code, the movie follows the play’s story faithfully … to get the rape scene by the censors, Director Kazan had to agree to change the play’s ending to punish Kowalski …” (1951, 105). “Within the limits” indeed, though anyone who would argue that Williams’s role in introducing an open discussion, if not outright acceptance, of homosexuality in American culture was diminished by the softening of those references in popular film versions is missing the point. The open discussion took place in print media.

In a New York Times editorial, Kazan himself famously rebuffed Warner Bros. and the Catholic Legion of Decency, another censorship board, for making further cuts to the film than even Breen’s office had required. Kazan had finished making the film, muting reference to Allan’s homosexuality, changing the ending, and so on, when he discovered that Warner Bros. had made additional edits to the film in response to the Legion of Decency’s requests. Though they didn’t have the power of the Production Code behind them, the Legion, a group of priests and laypeople, did play a large role in determining if a studio film would be released. Threatening a “C” for condemned rating of Streetcar unless cuts were made, the Legion forced Warner Bros. to acquiesce. Kazan was kept in the dark, and, despite doing potential damage to his career, he chose to “name names” (which, as his later testimony in front of HUAC suggests, was an unfortunate habit of the director’s). In the Times’ pieces, Kazan wrote: “I could not help wondering where this process left the moral responsibility of the makers of the picture, including the author and myself, or how the end result differed from direct censorship by the Legion … I—and for that matter the public—was presented with a finished fact. My picture had been cut to fit the specifications of a code which is not my code, is not the recognized code of the picture industry, and is not the code of the great majority of the audience” (Kazan 1951, 101). The director’s reference to the “code of the great majority of the audience” is most interesting in this discussion, for he is implicitly arguing that film audiences were more adult than the Production Code imagined or allowed for. While it would take another 15 years for the Production Code to be dismantled in favor of an early version of the current ratings system, Kazan’s public denouncement in the newspaper of record of the Legion of Decency, and, by extension, the Production Code itself, spelled the beginning of the end of one kind of censorship in Hollywood.

For his part, Williams did not let the experience stop him from bringing more of his plays to the screen. For one thing, Warner Bros. was making considerable money from their box-office success, as was Williams. Yet the omission of references to homosexuality in Williams’s plays continued to be removed as was the case with the 1958 MGM version of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (Brooks 1958). For this film, Williams was not offered the job of screenwriter, as the studio believed that without him they could more easily do away with the gay themes of the play, which were much more central to its core than they were in Streetcar. Instead, MGM made the reasonable choice of asking Richard Brooks to write and direct the film. Brooks’s 1945 novel The Brick Foxhole condemned the homophobic actions of American soldiers, though the film version of the novel, Crossfire (Brooks 1947) changed homophobia to anti-Semitism. In the same vein, Brooks was willing to make a version of 
Cat eliminating overt references to Brick’s latent homosexual relationship with his friend Skipper, who recently committed suicide—sound familiar? The resulting film is less satisfying than the adaptation of Streetcar. The film made money—not hard to do when you have Paul Newman opposite Elizabeth Taylor in both their primes—but its themes are muddled and irreparably damaged. That Brick should run around decrying “mendacity” for most of the film is its greatest irony, the movie itself being little more than a lie, a ghost of the original stage version.

Interestingly, the film’s shortcomings were not missed on reviewers, who, in this case, readily discussed the omission of gay subject matter. As Bosley Crowther, the long-time reviewer for the New York Times, wrote in his review of the film, “The play has been altered considerably … The complicated business of hero-worship has been put in place of a strong suggestion of homosexuality … No wonder the baffled father, in trying to find out what gives, roars with indignation: ‘Something’s missing here!’ It is indeed, and something is missing in the dramatist’s glib account of how the son gets together with his father in one easy discourse on love” (Crowther 1951, 37). Crowther cuts to the chase as seven years after the film version of Streetcar the Production Code’s prohibition against overt references to homosexuality was still as absolute as it was damaging. As was the case with Streetcar, indeed with all the original adaptations of his major works, the elimination of references to homosexuality, or abortion, or any number of adult themes in Williams’s works, while damaging the films in more or less dramatic ways, did not go unnoticed, or unpublicized. The reviews of the films, the interviews with the playwright, directors, and actors, all influenced an ongoing dialog about the role of censorship in American art, a dialogue that was pushed by a public appetite for the places Williams was willing to go.

By the late 1960s, the Production Code was in its last days, in part because of the public battles that adaptations of Williams’s work had witnessed. The film versions of A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof may have eliminated all but the most veiled references to homosexuality, but they pushed the moral boundaries of the Production Code to its limit and helped pave the way for later, more frank representations of all human sexuality in America cinema and other art forms. Williams’s gift to the film industry, and in turn American culture, was his influence on the advent of realistic dramas in the business. The film adaptations were largely successful, and were quite good in some cases. They were unusual and certainly not the stock Hollywood fare. Because of these films, doors were opened that have not since been shut, doors allowing a broader array of topics in film. It is telling that later television versions of both A Streetcar Named Desire (Gordon 1995) and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (Hofsiss 1985) restored all of the cuts made to the Broadway versions, bringing Williams’s original themes to the even broader audience that the small screen serves. Now, film and television alike regularly discuss human sexuality in all its variety, and very few viewers object. Based on the number of states that have in recent years granted gay and lesbian couples marriage rights, and a growing national mood of acceptance, American culture has changed in accordance with our drama. We live in a contemporary America that allows for regular and reasonable discussion of sexual orientation in part because of the struggles of Tennessee Williams and his adapters.

Timothy Coleman
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WINCHELL, WALTER (1897–1972), LOUELLA PARSONS (1881–1972), AND HEDDA HOPPER (1885–1966)

Gossip is powerful. It’s been called superficial, saccharine, and “just talk.” But it’s also ideologically potent and guides the way we think about others, whether in the workplace, the neighborhood, or the popular figures who populate the mediascape at a given moment. Put differently, what we label through gossip as “scandalous,” “proper,” “in poor taste,” or “romantic” says a tremendous amount about our understanding of sexuality, privacy, class, and love.

But gossip does not appear out of thin air. It spreads from one person to the next, gaining momentum and elaboration as individuals affix their own approval and opprobrium to the actions, decisions, or beliefs of another. While a particularly vocal community member can single-handedly launch a gossip item, the vast majority of gossip comes from the national media. Today, gossip about politicians, celebrities, monarchs, Balloon Boys, and Kardashians seems to emanate from all corners of the mediascape, from gossip blogs to CNN, from Entertainment Tonight to the cover of Time. Some “voices,” such as Perez Hilton, Harvey Levin of TMZ, or ET stalwart Mary Hart, are amplified louder than others, but the sheer number of sources available render contemporary gossip into an all-you-can-eat buffet, with a different type and tone of gossip for each individual consumer.

More than 80 years ago, however, there were two main sources for Hollywood gossip: the fan magazines and the nationally syndicated gossip columnists. The fan magazines (Photoplay, Modern Screen, Motion Picture, and dozens of others) covered Hollywood stars, offering monthly helpings of soft innuendo on stars’ misbehaviors and sanitized, studio-approved stories of the star’s romances and domestic life. The gossip columnists published six columns a week, appeared weekly on the radio, and guested in films and the fan magazines. Available in tens of millions of homes, their names were as familiar as any major Hollywood star. The “holy triumvirate” of columnists was composed of Walter Winchell, Louella Parsons, and Hedda Hopper, all of whom wielded tremendous power, making and breaking stars during the classic era. What follows is the story of how each gained, spread, and maintained that power over the course of the mid-twentieth century.

Walter Winchell

Walter Winchell’s column first ran in the New York Evening Graphic starting in 1923, but his move to the Hearst-owned New York Daily Mirror in 1929 marked the beginning of its national syndication and rise to prominence. While Winchell’s provenance was New York “cafe society” and Broadway in particular, he would periodically report on the comings and goings of Hollywood stars. As part of the Hearst syndicate, his column would, at its height, be printed in more than 2,000 papers, reaching a daily circulation of nearly nine million—“the largest continuous audience,” according to biographer Neal Gabler, “ever possessed by a man who was neither a politician nor divine” (Gabler 1995, xi).

With a clipped, ruthless style, Winchell attracted a broad readership that extended far past the traditional (female) Hollywood fan. He wrote in incomplete sentences, dividing bits with ellipses that mirror the way people exchange information. His “vigorous, personal, and pungent” style was characterized by rhymes, puns, and the use of incorrect syntax; he coined dozens of “Winchellisms” which usually involved some sort of compound word (Garbo-ing, Reno-vated, cinemaddicts) or phrase (Adam-and-Eveing it, trouser-creaser-eraser), leading H. L. Mencken to credit him with significantly expanding the American vernacular (Gabler 1995, xii). Indeed, Winchell was not only a “gossip” but a hybrid brand of journalist whose popularity would influence the future of the industry. Starting in the late 1930s, he devoted less and less space to celebrities, instead directing his attention to commentary on current events, editorials, and, eventually, coverage of the war.

Winchell relied on his network of informants and press agents to craft “The Column,” as it became known, which appeared six times a week. Even as Winchell expanded his “brand” into radio broadcasts, public appearances, and film roles, he maintained the illusion of collecting and penning the column himself, despite tremendous labor on the part of his longtime secretary, Rose Bigman, and a handful of acquaintances who received under-the-table payouts for each item Winchell put to use. But the vast majority of the thousands of informants who supplied him with information never received a penny. For them, the prospect of a mention was compensation enough. Winchell not only propagated gossip concerning Broadway and cafe society, but also peppered his column with jokes and provided general publicity for upcoming events, products, and personages. As a result, the press agents who sent him tips were a collection of humorists, newsmen, and publicity agents and “ballyhoo artists.”
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Walter Winchell, 1947. (AP Photo)

The Column first would appear in the “green edition” of the Mirror that hit newsstands at eight o’clock in the evening. According to Gabler, press agents would gather at the stands in anticipation, enduring the “7 o’clock stomach” as they waited to see whether a plant had made the final cut, as a Winchell mention could bring a product, event, or personage tremendous attention. Press agents, for example, were compensated for placing an item in Winchell’s column: an “Orchid” (Winchell’s means of giving praise) meant a $150 bonus. In contrast, if a press agent passed along a falsified bit or exaggerated information—something that could embarrass Winchell—the agent would end up on the columnist’s “Drop Dead List,” which could mean a lost job.

Winchell did more than any other twentieth-century columnist to alter the way we think of the delineation between public and private, and what we, as an audience, consider our right to know about public figures. His influence, however, was most acutely felt along the Eastern seaboard—centered, as he was, in New York and Washington. Another columnist, the so-called “Winchell of the West,” ruled Hollywood.

Louella Parsons

Parsons started in Hollywood, writing scenarios for Essaney, one of the earliest studios, and penning a how-to book for hopeful screenwriters. Established as an expert, she began writing a daily film column for the Chicago Record-Herald in 1915, just as the film and gossip industries were beginning to gain steam. These early columns centered on industry developments and innocuous details of the stars’ private lives—Winchell and the tabloid journalism that would proliferate during the 1920s had yet to erode the conception of the sanctity of private lives, and most newspapers columnists, even those whose primary concern was gossip, dared not trespass, lest they become the target of a libel suit.

When the Record-Herald became part of the William Randolph Hearst newspaper empire in 1918, Parsons was squeezed out. She quickly moved to the New York Morning Telegraph, where she began to cultivate her connections to producers, fan magazine editors, publicity departments, and studio heads that functioned as the gatekeepers to the stars. Her cultivation of relationships—not only with those in power but informants and gossips as well—would eventually catapult her into the position of prominence she maintained for the next two decades. Keeping with currents in the industry at large, she began to pay more attention to the stars’ personal lives, going so far as to report (but never speculate) on Hollywood divorces.
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Louella Parsons, 1940. (Bettmann/CORBIS.)

In 1923, Parsons was made motion picture editor of Hearst’s New York American, the respectable broadsheet cousin to the New York Daily Mirror. Rumors that she had been appointed due to favorable publicity for Hearst’s mistress, Marion Davies, would haunt Parsons for the rest of her career, but Hearst’s favor would ultimately outweigh whatever whispers were directed her way. Relocation to the Los Angeles Examiner in 1926 not only moved Parsons closer to the middle of the action but heralded the national syndication of her column in over 20 Hearst papers and a handful of non-Hearst publications. The effect of Parsons’s national syndication should not be underestimated: it made her a household name, and, for many Americans, the authority on developments in Hollywood; as a direct result, the studios could not afford to offend or exclude her.

In short order, Parsons became a must-invite to all parties, premieres, marriages, and baptisms. In stark opposition to Winchell, who would remain antagonistic to it for the duration of his career, Parsons gloried in Hollywood’s social order, spending between 12 and 16 hours a day talking with stars, researching, and writing her column. While she often printed bits relayed via studio planters, Parsons also relied on a network of insiders for information, and was not above using payoffs to garner the latest gossip. She eavesdropped on lunch conversations and paid off bellboys, hairdressers, and manicurists for inside dirt.

When Parsons married Hollywood urologist Harry Martin in 1926, she gained access to medical laboratories and nurses around town and, by extension, details of stars’ various ailments and pregnancies. Of course, Parsons did not print all that she knew. Like other savvy columnists, she understood that she could leverage an unprintable piece of information—an unwanted pregnancy, marital turmoil—for a juicy yet printable piece of information. Studio press agents often employed a tactic, dubbed the “trade technique,” in which they would allow Parsons exclusive access to a piece of news in exchange for favorable coverage, either of a star, a forthcoming film, or another studio product.

Parsons employed a writing style that suggested she moved in the same circles as Hollywood royalty and, furthermore, that the stars used her as their confessor and confidant. Her columns functioned as chatty letters to faraway friends, including details of her “dropping by” a star’s home, what they ate for lunch, a description of the decorating scheme, and effusive admiration for the stars’ fashion sense and friendliness. Parsons’s descriptions were almost always fabricated—most interviews were not only scheduled far in advance but took place at a hotel or restaurant. Yet they conveyed a sense of intimacy and domesticity that painted Parsons as a matronly, virtuous, and eminently trustable conduit to the stars.

Parsons’s move to Hollywood heralded a new standard in gossip: she could offer intimate details of social gatherings and, with a daily column, report such details overnight, beating out the fan magazines and their monthly publication schedules. The benefits of a daily byline became clear in March 1933, when Joan Crawford divulged her marital problems with Douglas Fairbanks Jr. to Parsons. After spilling the news, Crawford admitted that she had already told another columnist—former MGM publicist and Modern Screen freelancer Katherine Albert. Parsons was able to beat Albert and Modern Screen to the punch, running the story just two days later, while the monthly Modern Screen would not hit the stands until the end of the week. The scoop—and glory—were Parsons’. Such immediacy proved essential to Parsons’ and other daily columnists’ power, just as it sometimes provides today’s gossip bloggers an advantage over their print counterparts.

Winchell and Parsons developed what we would today call multiplatform or synergistic brands, exploiting their names in magazines, radio, and even film appearances. Winchell’s radio show, The Walter Winchell Hour, ran from 1932 to 1948, employing a telegraph ticker soundtrack and staccato delivery that perfectly capitalized on his clipped writing style. As the threat of war grew in the late ’30s, Winchell’s broadcast was increasingly punctuated by news reports from across the globe, often ending with an incisive editorial on a social issue or debate. This mix of “real” news, commentary, and Winchell’s steady and direct style further contributed to his authority and reputation for precision. At its height, the Sunday evening program reached an estimated audience of nearly 25 million.

Parsons followed Winchell’s success with Hollywood Hotel, broadcast on 72 CBS stations across the nation. A combination variety show/guest-star drama, Hotel regularly included enactments of scenes from a forthcoming film, which provided the studios with coveted (and free) publicity. Many stars appeared voluntarily, while others were “strongly encouraged” by their studios—as Myrna Loy reported, “We didn’t want to do it.… but the studio made you do it to keep in Louella’s good graces. Talk about blackmail!” (Barbas 2005, 169). Failure to cooperate had immediate ramifications: when Jeanette McDonald demanded payment to sing on-air, Parsons responded by banning McDonald’s name from her column for the foreseeable future.

In addition to exclusives, star interviews, and “impromptu” gossip, Parsons would include a “blind item” in every broadcast, tantalizing listeners with a juicy rumor with an unnamed star at its center. In contrast with Winchell’s sharp, staccato delivery, Parson’s tone was soft and inviting, focused on weddings, pregnancies, and romances with little if any attention to current events. As in her column, she regularly invoked her close friendships with various stars, referring to them by their first names, harkening back to previous visits to their homes, and beginning a new gossip item with “I just received a phone call from.…” She also periodically stumbled over words, and the register of her voice went slightly shrill. But such foibles made the program seem more like a conversation between friends, as opposed to a highly orchestrated broadcast. In this way, Parsons’s radio appearances helped to flesh out the author behind the pen, contributing to an overarching sense of intimacy between reader and host.

The intimate mode of address, so far from that of Winchell, would prove a blueprint for the future of broadcasting gossip. While Photoplay and the fan magazines had long cultivated such intimacy in print, its use over the airwaves would be essential to the success of future televised gossip programs. Parsons also understood that Hollywood Hotel could not be a simple rehashing of her column. To cultivate loyalty to her brand, each product with its name would need to provide new, exciting information, even as it complimented and encouraged fans to consume other Louella-branded products. In 1938, Warner Bros. released a film interpretation of the program, Hollywood Hotel (Berkeley 1938), with Parsons as narrator, most likely in an attempt to recreate the success of Winchell’s 1937 film debut, Wake Up and Live (Lanfield 1937).

Between 1937 and 1939, however, Parsons’s power was challenged on three fronts. First, the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) contested the studio practice of forcing public appearances without compensation. The ruling crippled Parsons’s radio program, as stars had been “paid” for their appearances with cases of Campbell’s soup, the sponsor of the program. When the studios cowed to the demands of SAG, the would-be cost of Parsons’s program became untenable. Refusing to alter the format of the program, she was replaced; without its brand name host, Hollywood Hotel was canceled. Second, the Hearst Empire was in crisis, already in receivership and soon to be in bankruptcy. With her protectorate compromised, Parsons was exposed to intense public scrutiny and criticism for the first time in her career. Third, the Esquire Syndicate hired one of Parsons’s longtime informants, named Hedda Hopper, and the Los Angeles Times picked up the column, “Hedda Hopper’s Hollywood,” in February 1938. In the wake of Hopper’s challenge, Parsons was the focus of a scathing Saturday Evening Post profile that ridiculed her style, her prose, her weight, her sentimentality, and the gossip industry at large.

Hedda Hopper

Hopper split Parsons’s power but enhanced her visibility and celebrity. A longtime contract actress with MGM, Hopper was purportedly hired as a means of keeping Parsons’s power in check, and the two would famously battle through the end of the 1950s. During her tenure at MGM, Hopper was routinely typecast as a sophisticated yet bitchy woman—a persona that would extend to her gossip columnist image. Where Parsons was sentimental, Hopper was venomous; when Merle Oberon asked her why she wrote “such nasty things” in her column, Hopper famously replied “Bitchery, dear. Sheer bitchery.” After her release from her MGM contract, Hopper, a staunch conservative, campaigned for a position on the Republican Country Central Committee. She lost the election, but the connections she forged in the process would prove beneficial in her attempt to launch her gossip career. She relied heavily on support from the Hollywood conservative political circle, including that of Ida Koverman, MGM president Louis B. Mayer’s secretary and most trusted advisor. Just as Parsons had stood on the shoulders of Hearst and his connections to reach her place of prominence, Hopper never would have gained a foothold in the business without the help of MGM.

In 1941, Hopper scooped Parsons on the production of Citizen Kane, which viciously lampooned Parsons’s highly defensive employer. Parsons should have ascertained the topic of the film well in advance, especially since she had spent months flattering its director and star, Orson Welles. If she had, Hearst would have been able to stall, if not stop, Kane’s release. But it was Hopper, not Parsons, who attended the first press screening of the film six weeks before its opening. When Hopper reported that the film was a thinly veiled rendering of Hearst’s own life, it was too late for the magnate to take action. Parsons was humiliated, and the feud between the two columnists began in earnest. While Parsons still enjoyed a far larger audience—17 million readers to Hopper’s 5.75 million/7.5 million on Sunday—Parsons’s supremacy was compromised and the tables began to turn. By 1947, “Hedda Hopper’s Hollywood” would reach an audience of 22.8 million.
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Hedda Hopper (on the right), 1946. (AP Photo)

MGM’s favor, political connections, and Parsons’s decline all contributed to Hopper’s ascent, but she was also a canny businesswoman, savvy in the ways of public relations as she launched her competing column. Hopper, like Parsons and Winchell, understood herself as a brand. She began her own radio broadcast in 1937, appeared in The Women (as a gossip columnist, of course) in 1939, and, as a former star familiar with the machinations of star production, was keen to manufacture her own star persona. In addition to extending her bitchy MGM picture personality, she developed a signature look: towering, egregiously gaudy hats she donned at every public appearance. Hopper realized the preposterousness of her head-wear, but also understood that a woman of 50-plus in Hollywood would need to draw attention to something other than her aging beauty. The hats likewise provided profilers with a nifty lead and reservoir of ready puns, taken up by Hopper herself in her best-selling 1952 memoir From Under My Hat.

As Hopper’s influence grew, so too did her brazen partisanship, as exemplified by her decade-long persecution of accused Communist Charlie Chaplin and virulent red-mongering in the 1950s. Throughout Hopper’s career, her racism, anti-Semitism, and nativism manifested themselves in both explicit and implicit forms, becoming even more pronounced with the demise of the studio system, when the ebb in studio-provided material opened up space for Hopper’s anticommunist campaigns and commentary.

Hopper was not the only gossipist infusing her columns with political and ideological vigor. Winchell was a lifelong Democrat and supporter of Roosevelt, and his politics were increasingly visible through the course of the ’30s, despite the protests of his anti-New Deal and firmly isolationist employer, who referred to the columnist as “a pinko.” As politicians began to recognize the power of Winchell’s column, he became privy to Washington secrets and was a regular correspondent with J. Edgar Hoover. Leading up to and during World War II, his column consistently morphed into a political mouthpiece. In comparison to Hopper and Winchell, Parsons’s politics were rather restrained. She too was a Democrat and Roosevelt supporter, but always tiptoed around the forceful politics of Hearst, supporting his most ardent beliefs when necessary.

The ideological compunctions of Hopper and Parsons were most potent in their policing of moral behavior. They were aging, traditional women in a young town; Neal Gabler described them as “conservative, prudish, narrow-minded … and they used their gossip as a club to keep celebrities in line” (1995, 256). While neither columnist had spotless moral pasts—Parsons had been married three times; Hopper had run away from home and became the fifth wife of a much older man—both forwarded a rigid recipe for upright moral behavior, bluntly scolding those who dared step outside the lines. If a star did misbehave, his or her sin could only be absolved through an exclusive tell-all in which Parsons or Hopper would explain, justify, and excuse the star’s behavior. Winchell performed a similar task, employing pointed, if veiled, criticism to disparage stars if they crossed or displeased him. Which is all to say that these columnists, ostensibly charged with reporting the trifling comings-and-goings of the stars, were, in reality, forwarding heavily ideological agendas, buttressing and conserving the status quo.

Of course, gossip was by no means limited to the highly visible three discussed above. Other authors, including Cal York, Sidney Skolsky, Elsa Maxwell, and dozens more trolled the Hollywood beat. But none were as ubiquitous—and, by extension, as powerful—as Winchell, Parsons, and Hopper. They relied on the studios, publicity agents, and webs of inside informants, imbricating themselves in industry politics and protecting or censuring a star as a favor, a matter of loyalty, or purely out of spite. They lacked the beauty of the stars and the capital of the studio heads, but as gossips, they were the dominant influence on how audiences thought about their stars, popular figures, and, by extension, themselves. That’s influence, and despite the enduring negative connotations surrounding the term “gossip,” that’s power.

Anne Helen Petersen
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WINFREY, OPRAH (1954–)

It ended the way it began: with a heartfelt testimony and some tears. The daily talk show had shown seen almost 5,000 episodes, 30,000 guests, and millions of tears from both host Oprah Winfrey and those who inspired, and were inspired by, her. On her final segment of The Oprah Winfrey Show, the renowned host, standing in front of a single, empty chair, gave thanks to her fans for helping her instead of taking credit for the long run of her successful show, a Monday through Friday afternoon ritual for many around the globe. Millions of viewers tuned in each day to watch, listen, laugh with, and learn from Oprah as she chatted with women, men, and children; the famous, infamous, and nonfamous; and victims, perpetrators, and witnesses. But on May 25, 2011, Oprah ended her 25-year-old talk show, the American fixture she once described as her entire life to Barbara Walters. On the famed Chicago soundstage, Oprah spent the last 15 minutes of her talk show speaking simply and solemnly to her fans. She used this final segment of The Oprah Winfrey Show to remind them of her show’s intention: that with a dream and hard work, people can overcome any hardship and achieve all of their goals.

Oprah’s final bow on her talk show was not limited to an emotional speech full of gratitude, which is how many characterize the show. Instead, this heartfelt thanks was preceded by a spectacle, which is another way to characterize the show: one of whooping celebrities and prize giveaways and joyous celebration among those things that are sad. It was a celebration officially spread over two days but truly lasting from the time she announced the end of the show until she gave that speech. During her 25th season, she reminisced, rewarded, and revisited along the path toward that final episode. She had a two-part finale on May 25, 2011, with celebrities including Beyoncé, Will Smith, Aretha Franklin, Madonna, Tom Hanks, Stevie Wonder, and Tom Cruise, all performing in front of an audience of thousands and praising Oprah Winfrey, who had become such a media powerhouse. The grand finale of Oprah Winfrey’s 25-season talk show simply could not be confined to one episode and was instead spread seemingly over the entire final season, during which there was spectacle, memorial, testimony, and the tears that had characterized the talk show for two and a half decades.
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Oprah Winfrey, 2006. (AP Photo/Charles Rex Arbogast)

From the serious (including addiction, abuse, and Auschwitz) to the frivolous (30-year-old virgins, extreme makeovers, and an overzealous Tom Cruise), Oprah spent each episode of her show encouraging participants and viewers to be their best selves and embrace responsibility for their futures. Through the power of speech, Oprah not only showed the ugly truths of life, but also how to make it beautiful again, how to transcend any situation simply through the power of self-determination. A prominent theme of The Oprah Winfrey Show emphasized the importance of group testimony, confessional, and therapy that resulted in healing and empowerment. Part of Oprah’s likeability—originally because she was “everywoman,” which changed after she became synonymous with fame—came from the fact that she never judged any of her guests for their problems and was never shy in relating her own faults. Oprah was the first talk show host to be so personal, yet while her presence was prominent, she made sure not to overshadow her guests. To anyone who watched her show, she was a longtime friend rather than a therapist or a promoter of voyeurism.

Oprah’s simple, final speech paid homage to her humble beginnings, before her name became a word that encompassed a culture. Her light pink dress symbolized the celebration of her continued rebirth as a media powerhouse with multiple enterprises in various platforms. Though she is something of a legend, with her name as synonymous with an industry as an individual, as she stood in front of luminescent images from her talk show projected on a screen, Oprah insisted anyone who viewed, created, or participated in the show helped make her a better person. She told those watching, “You and this show have been the great love of my life,” and referenced the strong religious beliefs she had preached so often since the beginning of her show.

Oprah, at the age of 32, opened her soon-to-be-iconic television show on September 8, 1986, and she was to completely change the nature of talk shows within those first few years. While the series began as a simple talk show in the tradition of her predecessor Phil Donahue (of The Phil Donahue Show), Oprah quickly transformed her self-titled show into one that evolved this traditional format into one that showcased celebrities, current events, global concerns, self-improvement, entertainment promotion, health, beauty, and any other issue Oprah deemed an appropriate topic for that day’s show. Her own dark experiences, which she was always open about, enriched the pain and healing with the guests and viewers. Oprah’s most important and constant theme was that all of life’s pains could be overcome, just as she and so many of her guests had done. She revolutionized the way people talked about themselves and their problems on television and changed her role from that of talk show host to that of a dear friend while adding an element of fun that her predecessors often lacked. She changed the genre of talk shows and made hers unique and innovative.

With her television show, magazine, and website, Oprah has propagated the idea that with a dream, determination, and network of friends you can get out of any situation you are put into, that the power of testimony, of the shared human experience of pain, is one that can heal any wound. Fans think of her as a friend even though they don’t know her, simply on the power of the bond that she creates with them by listening to other women, all together. She can speak to all kinds of women—those concerned with work, home, personal affairs or children, black and white, straight and gay, working and nonworking. Oprah is so open about her own flaws and shame, never shy to mention her mottled past or the fact that she believes herself inadequate to mother a child. Though she seems like a mythological Titan worth $2.7 billion (according to the 2001 Forbes 400 list), Oprah presented herself just as vulnerable as the heroin addict on her couch, and this is one of the most important things she did to gain the trust of her audience. In spite of her success and overcoming of her past, Oprah would cry with the individuals seeking guidance on her couch and when she told her own stories of her past. On episodes about health, she would always illustrate her own triumphs and disappointments when losing and gaining weight, proudly displaying the amount of weight she had lost with a display of lard or making the cover of the January 2009 O magazine a before and after picture once she had gained it all back.

Paradoxically, though she was and is a central feature of her show, magazine, and website, it was always clear that the show, though Oprah’s, was not about her, it was about those she invited on and listened to passionately. Through her open and warm presence she made her guests the central feature of the show, though her name is featured in all of her enterprises. Viewers listened to her because she positioned herself as an equal and not a superior, though her economic and fame status would suggest otherwise. Oprah was simply making a show about other people trying to better themselves emotionally, mentally, and physically, with her as the high priestess bringing women and men together in a mutual experience of healing.

Oprah was the first person to talk about issues that were, before she discussed them, considered taboo topics, including AIDS, racism (from both white and black Americans), disabilities, homosexuality, and drug addiction. Ellen DeGeneres chose The Oprah Winfrey Show on which to come out as a lesbian in 1997. Oprah showed sympathy to those considered on the fringe of mainstream society, and these topics became exposed and a part of mainstream society in part thanks to her willingness to show them. She never shied away from controversial topics on her nationally syndicated talk show, changing the genre and making it into her own. Oprah also presented herself as someone who was continually trying to improve herself in spite of her success. In November 1986, at the very beginning of her show, she revealed her own childhood molestation. Before then, talk show hosts were simply those who interviewed and did not divulge. Oprah always freely shared her own experience and grief in order to help these other people reconcile their own pain. Another thing she changed was viewership and the stereotype that only bored housewives watched afternoon talk shows. Though a majority of her viewers and guests were women, she had a huge variety of topics and visitors to make the show accessible to nearly any person based on what the topic was on a given day.

The significance of The Oprah Winfrey Show moves far beyond redefining the talk show. Once Oprah gained her faithful viewers, people realized the influence she had on her audience and scrambled to promote their product or themselves on the show. A common conception held that a spot on the show was essentially a free commercial that would be viewed and considered by millions. Oprah has been described as a phenomenon, an empire, a religion, and a culture, and she inspired the now ubiquitous term “Oprahfication.”

Oprah captivates and inspires and has achieved her accolades in a country that has many citizens who in the past might have hated her because of the color of her skin. As a black woman, she has broken glass barriers traditionally present for both women and black Americans. She is a strong, proud black woman, but she does not target her show to an only black, female audience, and in this way she brought together women of all racial identities. Her audience was composed of all races and nationalities, and together they grieved and celebrated shared experiences that have helped bring them together.

One of Oprah’s most endearing qualities is that she completely earned all of her success because she came from a family of poverty and no opportunity. She was born in the most impoverished state in a time when the only opportunity for a black woman in that region was to be a domestic. On January 29, 1954, unwed 19-year-old Vernita Lee gave birth to Oprah in the rural and poor Mississippi town of Kosciusko. Soon after Oprah’s birth, Vernita Lee left the town and gave Oprah to her grandmother, Hattie Mae Presley Lee, to care for her. Though they were dirt-poor and other children made fun of Oprah for wearing clothing made out of potato sacks, her grandmother instilled in her a strong appreciation for education, teaching Oprah to read by the age of three. She was born in the most impoverished, slow-moving state in the United States, and she got out of it and gained global fame, which continually gives hope to those facing strife searching for a better life.

At the age of six, Oprah began living with her father, Vernon Lee (whose paternity is questionable), in Nashville, Tennessee, and her mother in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, frequently moving between the two cities and parents. Oprah has mentioned many times how during these formative and unstable years various family members sexually abused her. As a result, she ran away from home and was impregnated at the young age of 14. A few days after she gave birth to a baby boy, he died, which Oprah has seen as a beacon for a second chance to make her life something great. With this new beginning, she began succeeding in school and transferred to an affluent high school, where she was ridiculed because of her race and socioeconomic class. Her father encouraged her to do well in school, and under his care she was an honor student, voted most popular, and an award-wining debater. Her affinity for human relations was evident: she won a scholarship to Tennessee State University where she studied communication, and she won the Miss Black Tennessee beauty pageant. While in college, Oprah got a job at a radio station delivering the news part-time and later became the first black female news anchor at Nashville’s WLAC-TV. She took over a morning talk show in Chicago, WLS-TV’s AM Chicago, and the ratings soared. Within a year, she had signed a deal for The Oprah Winfrey Show, where she would transform what was originally conceived as a traditional talk show into the quarter-century cultural force that it would become.

Oprah’s renown in American culture is undeniable, both critically and with the masses. Time magazine has repeatedly named her one of the most 100 influential people, and she is one of the only four to be named on both twentieth- and twenty-first-century lists (along with Bill Gates, Pope John Paul II, and Nelson Mandela). The Oprah Winfrey Show won 30 Daytime Emmy awards during its run. At age 44, Oprah won the Lifetime Achievement award from the National Academy of Television.

Her influence reaches far beyond critical acclaim, as she has utilized many media outlets available to market the Oprah brand. She is the first person to brand herself in such a way, with a magazine, television network, satellite radio channel, book club, and interactive, social network website. It is widely speculated that her apparent support of Barack Obama in the 2008 presidential race (he visited the show twice before he was a candidate) gained him over a million votes, helping him to secure the presidency. The commercial industry understands a simple mention of their product by Oprah will cause a spike in sales (as witnessed by the books she chose for her book club), if not a rush to obtain the item. Many consider her the most influential woman in the United States—if she says she bought it, websites crash; if she read it, new editions are published; and if she says she voted for it, her supporters will follow. With the Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls in South Africa, she is able to allow women to grow up to be like her. The goal is to raise female leaders in the tradition of Oprah—from disadvantaged beginnings; she is literally cultivating women like herself.

On May 26, 2011, fans mourned the absence of their weekday spiritual advisor to guide them through their afternoons and to look forward to their weekly session of conversation. Fortunately for these fans, Oprah still maintains a magazine, television network, and website to be the friend to any women who might want her advice. She gave out her email address (a very obvious oprah@oprah.com), further showing her deep, personal connection to her fans, and promised any reply they received would be directly from her, like some sort of message from the heavens. Though Oprah’s tearful “until we meet again” suggested an extended absence from American media, her presence is far from missing. Her magazine, O, published monthly since 2000, continues to release new issues each month under her direction, and her web presence is enormous, powerful, and free—her website is an enormous community with message boards, hyperlinks, videos, and all sorts of features that have always been fixtures on her show but are also still available at the click of a mouse and on demand. It is truly a community where women can connect whenever they want to, through the power of Oprah. She has moved from a talk show to an entire network: OWN (Oprah Winfrey Network). And it did not take long for Oprah to begin her own television show once again. Less than a year after ending The Oprah Winfrey Show, she scheduled a new show, Oprah’s Next Chapter, which began on the first day of 2012. It has been marketed as an updated version of her former show without the confines of the studio.

Few people ever make it to single-name status, and Oprah is arguably the single most recognizable name in the United States, not only because it is a unique name, but also because the woman behind the name is beyond simply famous; she is a legend and a cultural phenomenon. Oprah has created an empire and made herself a household name that will last forever even though she ended her show in 2011. She has created a culture. Oprah cannot be simply defined as a talk show host, or a philanthropist, or a producer. She is not pinned down by her magazine, television channel, or book club. In addition, she remains viewed by her fans as a personal friend. In each issue of her magazine she pens a letter and signs only her first name, creating a personal bond. Her signature is as sprawling and as open as she is, and she leaves it on everything; it has become her logo. This is just that personal touch that she leaves on everything that lets people know she is doing this personally. The use of her name in everything she has done helps her be synonymous; from her talk show and her new show, to her production company (Harpo—Oprah backwards) and OWN, the acronym for Oprah Winfrey Network, Oprah makes sure everyone knows that she is involved.

In her final speech of the show, she told viewers, “The show has taught me you’re worthy because you are born and because you are here. Your being here, your being alive, makes worthiness your birthright. You alone are enough.” This statement encompassed 25 years of her show and her life outside of it. When each guest sat down on her couch and told Oprah their struggles or triumphs, she made sure they knew that in spite of their troubles, they were inherently a good person. Her message will be around for many years; it is impossible to imagine a cultural landscape without Oprah directing others on the horizon.

Emma Sloan
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WOODS, TIGER (1975–)

Long before Tiger Woods uttered his famous words, “Hello World,” to an adoring press, there was golf history being made in Georgia. The fairways and greens of the Augusta National Golf Club were a soggy mess after the days of rain leading up to the Masters Championship, but on Thursday, April 23, 1964, the sun rose over the hallowed grounds of golf. Arnold Palmer had not won a tournament since October 1963. The marshy grounds favored the games of power hitters like Jack Nicklaus who had won the Masters in 1963, not the game of finesse and cunning played by Palmer (Wright 1964). The 15th hole was a turning point. The punishing hole was buried behind a pond that most players took three shots to clear. As Palmer stepped up to the tee, he was two under par. He knew the players before him were taking the 15th very conservatively. They were laying down their second shots just in front of the pond and then lofting a short wedge to clear the pond and make the green in three. Palmer was not satisfied with making the green in three. He decided to go for it in two (Wright 1964).

Anticipation filled the air as Palmer stepped up for his second shot on 15. Arnie’s Army, a crew of loyal followers who were so devoted that a name had been coined for them, had lined the fairway six deep on both sides to cheer on their hero, but the hordes were silent as the azaleas swayed in the light breeze and the camera crews shifted to better positions. Palmer swung. As the ball left the ground and sailed down the fairway clearing the pond, the Army let loose a cheer that echoed across the course (Wright 1964). Palmer made the green in two, and his daring was rewarded when he birdied the hole. Three days later, at 5:26 on Sunday evening, history was made. Palmer sank a 25-foot putt on the 18th green and became the first man to be a four-time winner of the Masters (Wright 1964). Nicklaus slid the winner’s green jacket on Palmer’s shoulders as Palmer walked into golf’s history books. By 1968, Palmer had become the first player in PGA Tour history to achieve $1 million in official earnings (Flatter). Palmer set a new bar in golf for achievement. He brought a middle-class attitude to an upper-class game and backed his attitude with tournament wins and earnings. Never had a player on the Tour had such an avid group of followers.
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Tiger Woods, 2004. (Shutterstock)

But eight years after Palmer set the new career earnings record for golfers, a six-month-old boy with the potential to take golf to places that Palmer never dreamed possible was sitting in his high chair in his family’s California garage watching his dad hit golf ball after golf ball into a net while practicing his form. The child carefully recorded his father’s form in his subconscious mind. When the boy was able to walk at 10 months, he picked up a putter and gave an exact mimicry of the stroke he had watched his father perform day after day in the garage (Clary 1997, 10). The boy’s father, Earl, worked nonstop to help his son become the first African American golfer to dominate on the pro tour. Earl’s son, Eldrick “Tiger” Woods, was introduced to the world when he was just two years old on The Mike Douglas Show, where he putted against comedian Bob Hope (Smith 1996). Just 18 years later in 1996, at the young age of 20, while Palmer was captaining the U.S. team to victory in the President’s Cup, Tiger Woods joined the Pro Tour and racked up earnings in excess of $940,000 in just seven tournaments (Clary 1997, 35).

On a beautiful Thursday in April 1997, 33 years after Palmer’s historical finish, Woods was in Augusta playing his first Masters Tournament on a course that only six years earlier would not allow blacks to be members. However, there was a problem. Woods was bumbling his way through the first nine holes at the Masters and spending too much time exploring some of the beautiful wooded areas around the course instead of driving the balls down the fairways to the green. He bogeyed holes one, four, eight, and nine, and his score of 40 on the front nine was only two strokes away from being the worst start to a Masters Tournament for the eventual winner (Reilly 1997). Woods was poised to prove his ability to rise to an occasion.

As he approached the 10th hole, something magical happened. He realized he was bringing his club almost parallel to the ground on his backswing. He knew this was too long for him, and he immediately visualized the correction and engaged it as he teed off on ten. With his two-iron, he was able to control the hole and birdied from 18 feet (Reilly 1997). There was no stopping his game after this, and by the end of the day he had climbed out of the mess of the front nine and was within three shots of the day-one leader, John Huston.

Saturday was all Tiger. When he presented his scorecard, it read a total of 65, putting him nine strokes up on his closest competitor. He had played the course without a single bogey. Colin Montgomerie staggered in after the round knowing that there was still a full day of play on Sunday to determine a winner, but when he plopped into an interview chair, he exclaimed, “There is no chance. We’re all human beings here. There’s no chance humanly possible” (Reilly 1997). When Montgomerie was reminded that Greg Norman had blown a six-shot lead on the last day of play in 1996, losing to Nick Faldo by five, Montgomerie quipped, “This is very different. Faldo’s not lying second, for a start. And Greg Norman’s not Tiger Woods” (Reilly 1997). As the sun rose over the azaleas on Sunday morning, only Tom Kite had the energy to keep chasing Woods. When he was asked how he could remain optimistic with Woods leading the field by nine, he replied, “Well, we’ve got it down to single digits, don’t we?” (Reilly 1997). Kite was wrong. By the end of the day, the question was no longer who would win, but if Woods would pull off his win by double digits.

The Augusta National Golf Club had never seen a week like this before. Sure, Arnie’s Army had invaded it throughout the ’60s to cheer on their hero, but this was different. Scalpers were asking as much as $10,000 for a weekly badge, and, even after the last putt was sunk on Sunday, fans stood outside the gate begging to purchase useless badges for as much as $50. As many as 1,500 fans stayed in the practice stands long after play ended each day to marvel at Woods practicing hitting wedge shots as the sky over Georgia went from light to dark (Reilly 1997). His first Masters appearance was the highest-rated golf telecast up to that point in history, even though the winner was assured by Saturday evening, and the only question to be settled that Sunday afternoon in Augusta was just how deep he would bury the competition (Reilly 1997). The buzz was created by a mixed-race kid who was just barely old enough to legally order a drink in a bar. He was the youngest player to ever win the tournament. Golf legend Arnold Palmer had been 29 when he won his first Masters. Tiger Woods made history that day, and the world of golf would never again be the tame game of Arnold Palmer, Jack Nicklaus, and Greg Norman. The so-called Tiger Effect left its mark on every aspect of the sport.

Clifford Roberts, founder of the Masters Golf Tournament, is on record as saying, “As long as I’m alive, golfers will be white, and caddies will be black.” When Tiger Woods walked off the course in Augusta on April 13, 1997, with his arm draped around his caddie, Mike “Fluff” Cowan, a white man, Woods had turned Chairman Roberts’s decree upside down (Reilly 1997). Woods was not the first man of African American descent to play in the Pro Tour, but he was the first to win the Masters, making this win even more historical. Other black players had paved the way for him. Lee Elder won the Monsanto Open in 1974, the year before Tiger Woods was born, and as a result became the first black man to earn an invitation to the Masters in 1975. Elder was on the grounds in Augusta for Woods’s win. As Woods walked to an interview, he spied Elder. He stopped in his tracks and embraced the golf legend, saying, “Thanks for making this possible.” Elder was left standing with tears in his eyes (Reilly 1997). Even before Elder’s success, there was the 1940s run of Teddy Rhodes that was thwarted because he was not allowed to play in the tournament, and Charlie Sifford who outplayed Masters champions in other Tour events but never qualified for the Masters (Reilly 1997). Woods was able to stand on the shoulders of these black players and move the game of golf forward so that it belonged not just to upper- and middle-class white males, but to everyone.

Nike capitalized on Woods’s minority status with the first commercial they aired the day after he announced his pro status and signed on with the company as a celebrity endorser. Nike claimed to have discovered 23 private golf clubs that excluded African Americans from membership (Cashmore 2008). So Nike introduced Tiger to the world with a challenge. In the “Hello World” commercial, clips of Woods on a course are overlaid with the following text:

Hello world.

I shot in the 70s when I was 8.

I shot in the 60s when I was 12.

I won the US Junior Amateur when I was 15.

Hello world.

I played in the Nissan Open when I was 16.

Hello world.

I won the US Amateur when I was 18.

I played in the Masters when I was 19.

I am the only man to win three consecutive US Amateur titles.

Hello world.

There are still courses in the US I am not allowed to play because of the color of my skin.

Hello world.

I’ve heard I am not ready for you.

Are you ready for me? (Pope 2006, 336)

So golf stood accused of racism through the duo of Tiger Woods and Nike, and just eight months later he would score a victory not just for himself but for black golfers throughout the world by winning at Augusta National Golf Club. Finally, black players had a golf hero they could identify with and attempt to emulate on the course. His definitive 12-stroke win forever changed the perception of who plays golf in America. Sportswriter John Feinstein reported, “No sport needed a black superstar more than golf … because no sport has had more of a racist image than golf” (Pope 2006, 329). To solidify the idea that golf should be open to people of all races and genders, Nike aired the “I am Tiger Woods” television spot. It featured kids from a variety of economic and ethnic backgrounds looking at the camera saying, “I am Tiger Woods.” Nike spring-boarded off of Woods’s win to show that the golf courses of America were about to see a whole new crop of golfers hit the links and that they’d be the better for it.

The excitement surrounding Woods also created fertile ground for a new organization to spring up to promote golf to those who historically hadn’t had the opportunity to play. Riding on the coattails of the wild success of Tiger Woods, First Tee launched in 1997. The First Tee website says, “Research has shown the primary reason more children, especially economically disadvantaged children, do not play golf is because of the lack of places that welcome them. In 1997, the World Golf Foundation created the First Tee as a way to bring golf to young people that otherwise would not be exposed to the game and its positive values.” The director of programs of First Tee, Dedric Holmes, noted, “It certainly is a tougher sell without Tiger’s success because people need someone to identify with and that’s the main selling point. Tiger’s success is instrumental in paving the way for other children representing both minorities and economically disadvantaged kids to experience a game that has historically been reserved for the white, economically elite man” (“The First Tee”).

Just eight months prior to his breathtaking 1997 performance at the Masters, Tiger Woods joined the Pro Tour. His emergence into the world of professional golf pioneered new parameters for celebrity sport figures’ endorsement deals. Upon his announcement that he was turning pro, he was immediately signed by Nike to a $40 million, five-year contract. This was more than Nike paid basketball great Michael Jordan and three times more than any deal made by Greg Norman, the number one ranked player in the ’80s and early ’90s—the pre-Tiger era. At the same time, Woods also signed with Titlest, a golf ball manufacturer, for $20 million over five years (Smith 1996). These figures were at the time unheard of in the world of sports endorsements. Arnold Palmer had endorsement earnings of $30 million over his career. Greg Norman, the leader of the field when Woods launched his pro career, had endorsement earnings of $25 million over his career. Tiger Woods eclipsed both of these great golfers with his initial endorsement deals (Smith 1996).

In Forbes magazine’s May 31, 2011, release, Woods was named the top-earning athlete of the year ending in May 2011 with an annual income of $75 million, and this was from a player suffering a publicity nightmare and lost sponsorships resulting from the messy separation and divorce from his wife after a heavily publicized string of infidelities. He hadn’t even scored a tournament win in the 20 months prior to the release of this annual earnings summary. In the same Forbes listing, golfer Phil Mickelson was ranked fifth with an annual income of $46.5 million (Badenhausen 2011).

The Tiger Effect created earnings increases not only in endorsement deals, but in tournament earnings as well. In 1985, 11 years before Woods went professional, the top earner on the tour was Curtis Strange with a total of $542,321. In fact, he was the only player on the tour to win in excess of a half million dollars that year. By 1995, one year before Tiger turned pro, 9 players earned over $1 million and 36 players earned over $500,000. However, in 2005, eight years after Woods’s first Masters victory, 78 players earned over $1 million and 142 earned over $500,000. Five years later, those figures continued to rise, with 90 players earning over $1 million and 157 earning more than $500,000. (“Tiger Woods Effect” 2011)

Tiger Woods, with his near-obsessive devotion to fitness, also changed the level of athleticism in the game, and as a result players are now more fit and scoring lower than ever before. This effect began to materialize in 2005 as young talent was drawn to the sport after Woods made golf accessible to the masses. This new talent began to filter into the secondary tours. These new players brought youth and higher levels of athleticism to the game, and everyone on the tour was forced to take fitness more seriously than they had in the past to keep up with the pressure from these young, athletic players (“Tiger Woods Effect” 2011). No longer could an overweight, cigarette-smoking, whiskey-drinking ruffian like John Daly or his ilk be competitive on the course. Those who were succeeding on the tour were eating right, working out, and working regularly with swing coaches and sports psychologists. The results of this new fitness level and the deeper base of talent on the tour showed in average scores. From 1991 to 2005, 78 players maintained a season-long scoring average of 71. Between 2005 and 2010, the number of players able to maintain a 71 or better swelled to 129. The Tiger Effect made scores better by forcing a higher level of competition (“Tiger Woods Effect” 2011).

On that fateful day in August 1996, when Tiger Woods stepped up to the mike at the press conference announcing his new pro status and said, “I guess, Hello World,” the world of professional golf began an evolution that would change the sport forever (Pope 2006, 336). When he stepped onto the 10th hole in Augusta in 1997, made a mental adjustment to his swing, and then systematically picked off the competition, it was guaranteed the game would never be the same. Woods broke the race barrier that plagued golf for years, raised the earnings of the players through richer purses and larger endorsement deals, and raised the level of athleticism in the sport so much that it ultimately led to better scores across the Pro Tour. Arnie and his Army may have made golf a little more user-friendly in the ’60s, and Palmer definitely appealed to a new market, the middle class, but Tiger Woods became the new visage of golf. He was able to make the face of golf look more like the face of America, and even the subsequent revelations of indiscretions in his personal life can’t diminish that fact. What Palmer began, Woods was able to bring to complete fruition.

Jennifer Martin
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Blanc, Noel

Blanc Communications

Bleszinski, Cliff

Bliss, Ed

“Blowin’ in the Wind” (Dylan)

Blue Jasmine

The Blueprint

Blues: An Anthology (Handy and Niles)

The Blues Brothers

Blues music

Bly, Nellie

Bobby Hi-Test and the Octane Kids

Bogart, Belmont DeForest

Bogart, Catherine

Bogart, Francis (Pat)

Bogart, Humphrey; awards; childhood of; early career; influence of; leading roles; marriages; photo

Bomb Squad

Bono, Chastity

Booker, Janice L.

Boomerang

Boone, Pat

Booth, Edwin

Born in the U.S.A.

Bossypants (Fey)

Boy Commandos

Brady, Bill, Jr.

Brando

Brando, Dorothy (Dodie)

Brando, Frances

Brando, Jocelyn

Brando, Marlon; Actors Studio; awards; childhood of; early career; film career; and Kazan; legacy of; method acting; photo

Brando, Marlon, Sr.

Brassart, Elisabeth

Braudy, Leo

Bray, Stephen

The Breakfast Club

Breakfast of Champions (Vonnegut)

Breen, Joseph

Bridesmaids

Bringing It All Home

Broadcast journalism. See also Journalism

Broadway Melody

Broadway’s Like That

Brode, Douglas

Brokeback Mountain

Bromance genre

Brooklyn Dodgers

Brooks, Garth; awards; Central Park concert; European market; influence of; life performances; photo; song choices

Brooks, Richard

The Brothers Warner

Brown, James; awards; childhood of; civil rights movement; dancing style; death of; Famous Flames; funk music; as Godfather of Soul; influence of; performance and style; photo; and Public Enemy; racial and cultural issues

Bruce Lee: A Warrior’s Journey

Brustein, Robert

Bryan, Arthur Q.

Bueno, Maria

Buffalo

Buffalo Bill, King of the Border Men (Buntline)

“Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World,”

Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show

Buffalo Springfield

Bugnard, Max

Bugs Bunny

“Bunkless candidate,”

Buntline, Ned

Burke, Kareem “Biggs,”

Burks, Jonathan “Jaz-O,”

Burlesque

Burn!

Burnett, Carol

Burns, George

Burroughs, William S.

Burtt, Ben

Bush, George H. W.

Bush, George W.

Businessmen. See McMahon, Vince

Butler, Daws

Buys, Sara

Byrd, Bobby

The Cable Guy

Café Society

Cagney, James

Cain, James M.

The Caine Mutiny

Cale, John. See also Velvet Underground

California

Campbell, Joseph

Camp David Accords

Campion, James

Campus Cub

Candida

Candy

Candy, John

Capitalism, Barr’s critique of

Capitol Records

Capone, Al, Jr.

Captain America

Captain EO

Captain Kangaroo

Captain Marvel Adventures

Carell, Steve

Carnegie, Hattie

“Carol” (Berry)

Carr, Eugene

Carr, Lucien

Carroll, Earl

Carson, Jody

Carson, Johnny; awards; childhood, military service, and college; and comedians; death of; and DeGeneres; early career; influence of; magic and; marriages and children; monologue; and Saturday Night Live; The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson

Carson, Robin

Carson, Ruth and Homer

Carson’s Cellar

Carson’s Corner

Carter, Ace

Carter, Bill

Carthay Circle Theater

Cartoons. See Animation/cartoons

Cartoon voice artists. See Blanc, Mel

Carver, Doc

Carvey, Dana

Casablanca

Cascade Theater

Cassady, Neal

Catchings, Waddill

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof

Cats

Cat’s Cradle (Vonnegut)

Cave of the Heart

CBS (Columbia Broadcasting System)

CBS Evening News

CBS Morning Show

Cecil B. DeMille Award

“The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County” (Twain)

Celebrity, Barnum and

Celebrity culture

Celeron Amusement Park

Censorship

CGI technology

Chalke, Sarah

Chan, Jackie

Chandler, Raymond

Chaplin, Charlie; children’s reaction to; criticism of; influence of; influence on Jones; vs. Keaton; photo; Tramp character; transition to sound films

Chaplin and American Culture (Maland)

Chapman, Ben

Charisse, Cyd

Charters, Ann

Charters, Samuel

Chase, Barrie

Chase, Chevy

Chase and Sanborn Radio Hour

Chayefsky, Paddy

Chefs. See Child, Julia

Chekhov, Anton

Chess, Leonard

Chess, Phil

Chess Records

Chicago

Chicago Bulls

Chicago Defender

Chicago Record-Herald

Child, Julia; awards; childhood; death of; in France; The French Chef; influence of; marriage; Mastering the Art of French Cooking; photo; during World War II

Child, Paul

Chimes of Freedom

Chinese Gung-Fu (B. Lee)

“Chitlin Circuit,”

Choreography

Chouinard Art Institute

Chow, Raymond

Chow Yun-Fat

“The Christmas Song” (Cole)

Chrysalis

Chuck D; Bomb Squad; on digital distribution; influence of; photo; political statements; on Run-DMC; sampling

Churchwell, Sarah

Ciccone, Silvio “Tony,”

Cinderella

CinemaScope

The Circus

Circus business

Citizen Kane

Citizen Spielberg (Friedman)

City Lights

Civil rights movement

Civil War

Clapton, Eric

Clarke, Donald

Clarkson, Kelly

Classical ballet

Clay, Odessa Grady

Clear Channel Communications

Clemens v. Belford

Clemente, Roberto; awards; charitable activities in Puerto Rico; childhood; death of; influence of; Nicaragua; overview of; photo

Clooney, George

Clouse, Robert

Clurman, Harold

Cobwebs and Nuts

Coca-Cola

Coccia, Aurelio

Cocks, Jay

Cody, Buffalo Bill; childhood; death; early career; in Europe; female audience; film career; marriage; Medal of Honor; and Oakley; Wild West shows; writings about

“Cody & Carver’s Wild West,”

Cohen, Lisa

Cohn, Marc

Colbert, Stephen

The Colbert Report

“Cold, Cold Heart” (H. Williams)

“Cold Sweat” (Brown)

Cold Turkey

Cold War

Cole, Nat King; childhood; concert attack; discrimination against; early career; influence of; King Cole Trio; photo; race and racism; and Sinatra; television

Coles, Eddie

Coles, Edward and Perlina

The Colgate Comedy Hour

Collins, Bootsy

Collins, Catfish

The Color Purple

Columbia Pictures

Columbia Records

Columbus, Chris

Combs, Sean “Puff Daddy,”

Come Blow Your Horn

Comedian

Comedians. See also Cosby, Bill; DeGeneres, Ellen; Fey, Tina; Pryor, Richard; Rogers, Will; Seinfeld, Jerry; The Smothers Brothers; Stewart, Jon

Comedy: auteurism and; change in with transition to sound films; intellectual comedy; literary humorists; truth-telling as

Comedy Central

Comic books. See also Kirby, Jack; Lee, Stan; Shuster, Joe; Siegel, Jerry

“The Commerce of Auteurism” (Corrigan)

Commissioner’s Award

Communist Party

Company

The Complete Annotated Grateful Dead Lyrics

Concept albums

A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court

Conrad, Kimberly

Conroy, Marianne

Consciousness, politics of

Considine, J. D.

Constanten, Tom

Coogan, Jackie

Cook, Fielder

Cope, Dennis

Copland, Aaron

Coppola, Francis Ford

Corrigan, Timothy

Corso, Gregory

Cosby

Cosby, Bill; awards; charitable activities; childhood and education; comedy; criticism of; “edutainment,”; influence of; influence on Pryor; influence on Seinfeld; photo; as a spokesperson; television; as a writer

Cosby, Enis

Cosby, William and Anna

Cosbyology (Cosby)

The Cosby Show

Cosell, Howard

Cosmopolitan

Costas, Bob

Costuming

Country music. See Brooks, Garth; Williams, Hank

Country Music Association

Country Music People magazine

Country Weekly

Couric, Katie

Cover bands

Cover Girl

Cowell, Simon

Cox, Patsi Bale

Craig, Steve

Cramer, Jim

Crane, Hart

Crawford, Cheryl

Crawford, Joan

Crimes and Misdemeanors

Cronkite, Betsy

Cronkite, Nancy

Cronkite, Walter; broadcast journalism; childhood; early career; influence of; Kennedy assassination; retirement; Sadat and Begin; in the Soviet Union; space program; Vietnam War; Watergate scandal; during World War II

Cronkite, Walter, Sr., and Helen

Crosby, Bing

Crossfire

“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” (Whitman)

Cross-media marketing

“Crossroads” (Clapton)

Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon

The Crow

Crowther, Bosley

Crump, Edward

Cruz, Maria

Cuba

The Cube

Cugat, Xavier

Cullen, Jim

Curly Sue

Cutscenes

Daddy-O

Daffy Duck

Dahl, Steve

Daily News

The Daily Show with Jon Stewart

Dalton, Elizabeth

A Damsel in Distress

“The Dance” (Brooks)

Dancers. See Astaire, Fred; Graham, Martha; Kelly, Gene

Dancing Is a Man’s Game

Dancing Lady

The Dancing Town

Dangerous

Dann, Mike

Dargis, Manohla

The Dark Crystal

Dark Passage

Dark Star Orchestra

Darth Vader

Dash, Damon

Date Night

David, Larry

Davies, Marion

Davis, Angela Y.

Davis, Bette

Davis, Gary

Davis, Ronald

Davy Crockett

DC Comics

Deadbase

Deadbeat

Dead End

Deadheads

Dead Relix

Dean, Alice

The Dean Martin Comedy Hour

Death Proof

Decca Records

Decoded (Jay-Z)

Def Jam Records

DeGeneres, Ellen; awards; and Carson; childhood and early career; comedy style; coming out; criticism of; Ellen; The Ellen DeGeneres Show; Finding Nemo; influence of; influences on; marriage; photo; as a spokesperson; and Winfrey

DeGeneres, Elliott and Betty

De Kooning, Willem

Delaney, Samuel R.

Delger, Matilda Tilly

De Mille, Beatrice

DeMille, Cecil B.; awards; childhood and early career; criticism of; as a director; influence of; Lux Radio Theater; Paramount Pictures; photo; Producers Distributing Corporation

De Mille, Henry

DeMille, William C.

Democratic National Convention

Democratic Vistas (Whitman)

Demonstrations

DeMott, Benjamin

De Niro, Robert

Denishawn School of Dancing and Related Arts

Dennis, Cathy

Dennison House

Depp, Johnny

The Deputy

De Rossi, Portia

Desi Arnaz Orchestra

Desilu Studios

Desperately Seeking Susan

Deutch, Howard

Diabetes

Dial M for Murder

Diamond Lil

“Dick in a Box,”

Dick Tracy

Dick Van Dyke and the Other Woman

The Dick Van Dyke Show

Didion, Joan

Dietrich, Marlene

A Different World

Digital distribution of music

Diller, Barry

Diller, Phyllis

Dilley, Whitney Crothers

DiMaggio, Joe

Los Dinos

Directors. See Film industry

“The Discovery and Use of the Fake Ink Blot” (Allen)

Discrimination, against women athletes. See also Race/racism

Disney, Elias and Flora

Disney, Lillian

Disney, Roy O.

Disney, Walt; animation; awards; childhood; early career; full-length animated films; influence of; live films; Mickey Mouse; photo; Roy Disney and; television; theme parks; and Universal Pictures

Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio

The Disney Brothers Studio

Disney California Adventure

Disney Channel

Disneyland

Disneyland (theme park)

Ditko, Steve

Divorce American Style

Dixon, Thomas

Django Unchained

Doctor, Pete

Doggert, Alan

Donen, Stanley

Don Juan

Don Juan DeMarco

Donkey Kong

“Don’t Be a Drop-Out” (Brown)

“Don’t Explain” (Holiday)

Don’t Look Back

Dorsey, Tommy

Double Indemnity

Dougherty, Joe

Downey, Robert, Jr.

Down with the King

Do You Trust Your Wife?

Dozier, William

Draft evasion

The Drag

Drake, Philip

Dreaming of You

DreamWorks

Dr. Seuss

Drug use

Drum Taps (Whitman)

A Dry White Season

DuBarry Was a Lady

Dudley, Jane

Dufty, William

Duncan, Isadora

Duncan, Robert

Dupree’s Diamond News

Dyer, Richard

Dykstra, John

Dylan (Spitz)

Dylan, Bob; awards; on Berry; Christianity; criticism of; cyclical nature; influence of; influences on; photo; protest music; as a symbol of rebellion

Dyson, Michael Eric

Earhart, Amelia; Atlantic crossing; attempts to fly the equator; as a celebrity; childhood; disappearance of; early career; encouragement of women; marriage; photo; press and; solo transatlantic and transcontinental flights; as a writer

Earhart, Edwin and Amy

Earn Your Vacation

Earth (The Book) (J. Stewart)

Earthquakes

Eat Drink Man Woman

Ebersol, Dick

Ebert, Roger

Ebony

Eckhardt, Harry

Eddie Sosby and the Radio Rangers

Edison, Thomas

Edlund, Richard

The Ed Sullivan Show

“Edutainment,”

Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty

Eight Elvises (Warhol)

Eisenhower, Dwight D.

Eisner, Michael; at ABC; challenges at Disney; childhood; early career; influence of; photo; at Walt Disney Company

Elder, Lee

The Electric Company

The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (Wolfe)

Ellen

The Ellen DeGeneres Show

The Ellen Show

Elliot, Desmond

Elliot, Edward C.

Ellis, Iain

Elmer Fudd

Emerson, Ralph Waldo

Eminem

Emmy Awards

Empire of the Sun

Entertaining (M. Stewart)

Entertainment Weekly

Enter the Dragon

Epcot theme park

Erendira

Ertegun, Ahmet

E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial

Evanier, Mark

Evans, George

Everet, Chris

Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Sex *But Were Afraid to Ask

Evita (film)

Evita (play)

“Express Yourself” (Madonna)

Eyman, Scott

“Face to Face” (Brooks)

The Factory

The Faculty

Fade to Black

Fagan, Sadie

Faldo, Nick

Falk, David

Fallon, Jimmy

Famous Flames

Famous Players Film Company

Fancy Pants

Fan magazines

Fantastic Four

Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids

Fatherhood (Cosby)

Father of the Blues (Handy)

Fatness

Feagin, Susan L.

Feather, Leonard

Fechter, Charles

Federal Communications Commission (FCC)

Feig, Paul

Feiler, Bruce

Feinstein, John

Female sexuality

Feminist discourse, Ball and

Feminist movement, on Hefner

Fences (Wilson)

Ferguson, Wilma

Ferlinghetti, Lawrence

Fernandez, Ruth

Ferrell, Will

Ferris Bueller’s Day Off

Fey, Tina; awards; childhood; early career; in films; influence of; marriage and family; on Michaels; as Sarah Palin; at Saturday Night Live; as a screenwriter; at Second City; 30 Rock

“Fight the Power” (Public Enemy)

Film industry: adaptations of T. Willams’s plays; CGI technology; Run-DMC in; Seinfeld in; Sinatra in; Stewart, J.; Superman; transition to sound films; Warhol in. See also Allen, Woody; Apatow, Judd; Astaire, Fred; Blanc, Mel; Bogart, Humphrey; Brando, Marlon; Chaplin, Charlie; DeMille, Cecil B.; Disney, Walt; Eisner, Michael; Griffith, D. W.; Hitchcock, Alfred; Hughes, John; Kazan, Elia; Kelly, Gene; Lee, Ang; Lee, Bruce; Lopez, Jennifer; Lucas, George; Madonna; Monroe, Marilyn; Moore, Mary Tyler; Presley, Elvis; Pryor, Richard; Rogers, Will; Spielberg, Steven; Tarantino, Quentin; Thalberg, Irving; Wasserman, Lew; Wayne, John; Weinstein, Harvey; West, Mae; Wilder, Billy; Williams, John

Film tinting

Finding Nemo

First Tee

Fischbacher, Simone Beck

Fisher, Joely

Fiske, John

Fist of Unicorn

Fitzgerald, F. Scott

A Flag Is Born

The Flintstones

Flower Drum Song

Flowers and Trees

Flying Down to Rio

Foghorn Leghorn

Foley, Mick

Folk music

Fonda, Henry

Fontaine, Joan

Fontana, D. J.

A Fool and a Girl (Griffith)

Foray, June

Forbes magazine

Ford, Betty

Ford, Gerald

Ford, Henry

Ford, John

Foreign Correspondent

The Forever People

Forgetting Sarah Marshall

For Me and My Girl

Fort Apache

For the Fun of It (Earhart)

Fortin, Madonna

Fortune magazine

The 40-Year-Old Virgin

48 Hours

Foster the People

The Fountainhead (Rand)

Fox, Aaron A.

Fox, William

Fraggle Rock

France, Child in

Francis, Genie

Franklin, Radolfo

Frawley, William

Frazier, Joe

Freaks and Geeks

Frederici, Lousia

FreemantleMedia

The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan

Freleng, Friz

The French Chef

Frere-Jones, Sasha

The Freshman

Friedlander, Paul

Friedman, Lester

Friedwald, Will

Friendly, Fred W.

Friendship

“Friends in Low Places” (Brooks)

From Under My Hat (Hopper)

Fryer, Paul H.

Fuller, Loie

Fuller, Simon; American Idol; childhood; clients; early career; influence of; photo; Pop Idol; and the Spice Girls

Full House

Funk music

“Funky Drummer” (Brown)

Funny People

“Furry Sings the Blues” (Mitchell)

Further (bus)

Gabba, Hall

Gabler, Neal

Galef, David

The Galloping Gaucho

Game of Death

Gaming. See Video gaming

Gangster films

Gantz, Dave

Garbo, Greta

Garcia, Jerry

Garland, Judy

Garth Live from Central Park

Gast, Leon

Gates, Henry Louis, Jr.

Gay Divorce

The Gay Divorcee

Gee, Jack

Geisel, Theodor

The General

Generational conflict

George, John R.

Gershwin, George

Gervais, Ricky

Getting Even (Allen)

“Get Up (Sex Machine)” (Brown)

“The Ghost of Tom Joad” (Springsteen)

Gibson, Mel

Gigli

Gilbert, Jeremy

Gilbert, Sara

Gilford, Madeline

Gilks, Trevor

Gilroy, Dan

Ginsberg, Allen; childhood; on drug laws; drug use; fame; “Howl,”; influence of; legal confrontations; photo; political ideas

Ginsberg, Louis and Naomi

“Girls Just Want to Have Fun” (Lauper)

The Girls Next Door

Glee

“God Bless the U.S.A.” (Greenwood)

God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater (Vonnegut)

Godchaux, Keith

Goddard Brothers

The Godfather

Godfather of Soul. See Brown, James

Gold, Stanley

Goldberg, Whoopi

Golden Globes

Golden Note Award

The Golden Road

Goldwyn, Samuel

Goldwyn Girls

Gomery, Douglas

“Good Good Lovin’ ” (Brown)

Goodman, John

Goodman, Martin

Goodness Had Nothing to Do with It (West)

“Good Ride Cowboy” (Brooks)

Good Times

Goranson, Lecy

Gordon, Gale

Gordon, Slim

Gordy, Berry

Gospel music

Gospel Starlighters

Gossip columnists. See Hopper, Hedda; Parsons, Estelle; Winchell, Walter

Grade, Lew

Grafton, Samuel

Graham, Bill

Graham, George W.

Graham, Martha; childhood and training; costuming; dance technique; early career; influence of; influences on; marriage; modern dance movement; photo; works of

Grammar of film

Grand Ole Opry

“Grand Scientific and Musical Theatre,”

Grant, Cary

The Grateful Dead; Acid Tests; album covers; cover bands; creation of; fans of; Further (bus); influence of; LSD usage; music of; photo

The Grateful Dead and the Deadheads

The Grateful Dead Movie

Grateful Dead Records

Gray, Jonathan

Grease

Great Depression

The Great Dictator

The Greatest (Ali)

The Greatest Show on Earth

Great Migration, and Cole

The Great Muppet Caper

The Great Outdoors

Greed

Green, Gregory

The Green Berets

Greene, Milton

The Green Hornet

Greenwood, Lee

Grier, Pam

Griffith, D. W.; childhood; demographics of movie patrons; early career; influence of; innovations of; photo

Griffith, Jacob and Mary

Grindhouse

Group Theatre

Growing Up Again (Moore)

Grunge movement

Guest, Amy

Guiding Light

Guralnick, Peter

Gustafson, Joan

Guthrie, Woody

Guys and Dolls

Halliwell, Geri

Halloran, Bob

Halloween (Seinfeld)

Hamburg, John

Hamill, Pete

Hammerstein, Oscar

Hammond, John

Handy, Charles Bernard

Handy, W. C.; childhood; early career; influence of; marriage; marriage and family; music publishing and recording; overview of; photo; vision problems; writings of

Handy, William Wise

Handy Brothers Music Company

Hanna-Barbera

Hannah and Her Sisters

Hannity, Sean

Happy Birthday, Wanda June (Vonnegut)

Happy Days

Hardcastle, Paul

The Harder They Fall

Hart, Bret “Hitman,”

The Hart and Lorne Terrific Hour

Hartman, Don

Harvey, Steve

Haskell, Molly

Hawkins, Erick

Hawks, Howard

Haynes, Warren

Hear It Now

Hearst, William Randolph

Heche, Anne

Hefner, Hugh; childhood and early career; criticism of; early career; influence of; overview of; personal style; photo; Playboy; relationships and marriages; sexual adventurism

Hellfighters

Hello, Dolly!

Hendrix, Jimi

Henson, Brian

Henson, Jim; childhood; commercials; death of; early career; influence of; The Muppet Show; Sesame Street; variety shows

Herbert, Bob and Chris

Here’s Lucy

Heretic

Hermione, Jean

Heston, Charlton

Heth, Joice

Hickok, Wild Bill

High Sierra

Hip-hop music: Brown’s influence on; Chuck D; Jay-Z; Run-DMC

Hirsch, Irwin and Cara

Hispanic/Latin Americans. See Arnaz, Desi; Clemente, Roberto; Lopez, Jennifer; Selena

A History of the American People (Wilson)

History of the Grateful Dead, vol. 1 (Bear’s Choice)

Hitchcock, Alfred; Alfred Hitchcock Presents; body of work; childhood and early career; cross-media marketing; influence of; opposition to method acting; Teachout on; techniques and strategies; use of new technologies; visual storytelling style; and Wasserman

Hoffman’s Book of Magic

Hogan, Hulk

Holiday, Billie; at Café Society; childhood and view of her parents; drug use; influence of; influences on; innovations of; photo; rape of; relationships and marriages; rise to fame; and Smith; “Strange Fruit,”

Holiday, Clarence and Sadie

Hollywood

Hollywood Hotel

Hollywood Pictures

Hollywood Revue of 1929

Hollywood Walk of Fame

Holm, Celeste

Holmes, Dedric

Holmes, Larry

Holocaust

Holst, Gustav

Home Alone

Home Alone

Homosexuality. See Lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transsexuals (LGBT)

Homosocial bonds in film

Honestly Celeste

Hoover, Herbert

Hoover, J. Edgar

Hope, Bob

Hopkins, Arthur

Hopper, Hedda; hats; influence of; as a multiplatform brand; and Parsons; photo; policing of moral behavior; political partisanship

Hornsby, Bruce

Hotel Fort Armstrong

Hot in Cleveland

Hot L Baltimore

The House I Live In

House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC)

Houston Press

“Howl” (Ginsberg)

Howl and Other Poems (Ginsberg)

How the Grinch Stole Christmas

How to Write Comedy Jokes (Carson)

HUAC (House Un-American Activities Committee)

Hughes, John; body of work; childhood and early career; family comedies; influence of; photo; suburban settings

Hulk

Hulk

Humbug

Humphrey, Hubert

Humphrey, Maud

Hunt, Fred

Hunt, Lester H.

Hunter, Robert

“Hurricane” (Dylan)

Hyden, Steven

I, Spy and I, Spy Returns

“I Can’t Control Myself” (Teen Beats)

Ice Nine Publishing

The Ice Storm

“Ida May” (Berry)

I Didn’t Ask to Be Born (But I Am Glad I Was) (Cosby)

If I Can Dream

“If Tomorrow Never Comes” (Brooks)

Iger, Bob

“I Got the Feelin’ ” (Brown)

“I Got You (I Feel Good)” (Brown)

ILM (Industrial Light and Magic)

I Love Liberty

I Love Lucy

I Love You, Man

“Imagined communities,”

I’m Breathless

Imclone Systems Inc.

The Immaculate Collection

“I’m No Communist” (Bogart)

“Imperial March” (J. Williams)

Impressions

Improvisation movement

I’m Telling You for the Last Time

In a Lonely Place

Independent films

The Indian Wars

Indie rock

Industrial Light and Magic (ILM)

I Never Had It Made (Robinson)

Infinity Broadcasting

Inglourious Basterds

Initial public offerings

Intellectual comedy

Internet

Interracial marriage

Interview

In the Dark

Intolerance: Love’s Struggle Throughout the Ages

Invincible

Invitation to Murder

Invitation to the Dance

In Washington’s Time (Griffith)

I Remember Mama

Irwin, Bill

“I Sing the Body Electric” (Whitman)

Is It Something I Said

“It’s a Man’s Man’s Man’s World” (Brown)

“It’s Like That” (Run-DMC)

It’s News to Me

ITunes

I’ve Been Reading

Iwerks, Ub

Jackie Brown

The Jackie Robinson Story

Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics

Jackson, Bo

Jackson, Joe

Jackson, Michael; body of work; Brown’s influence on; charitable activities; child molestation accusation; death of; influences on; marriages; overview of; photo

Jackson, Peter

Jackson, Samuel L.

The Jackson Five

Jackson Five

Jagger, Mick

James, LeBron

James, William

James Brown Revue

Jaws

Jay-Z; business skills; charitable activities; childhood and early career; collaborations; criticism of; feud with Nas; influence of; influence of Tarantino on; marriage and family; overview of; photo; as a rapper; role of in the industry

Jazz music

The Jazz Singer

JC Penney

Jedi

Jeet Kune Do

The Jeffersons

Jeffries, James

Jennings, Peter

Jennison, C. R.

Jerry Seinfeld: Personal Archives

Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play

Jesus Christ Superstar

Jewell, Derek

The Jim Henson Hour

Jim Henson’s The Storyteller

The Jimmy Dean Show

Jim Reeves Memorial Award

Jindal, Bobby

J. Lo

Jobs, Steve

The John Carson Show

John Murray Anderson School of Dramatic Arts

“Johnny B. Goode” (Berry)

The Johnny Carson Show

Johnson, George Clayton

Johnson, Jack

Johnson, Joe

Johnson, J. Seward, Jr.

Johnson, Lyndon B.

Johnson, Magic

Johnson, Robert

Johnson-Woods, Toni

Jo Jo Dancer, Your Life Is Calling

Jolson, Al

Jones, Chuck; awards; and Bugs Bunny; childhood and early career; and Dr. Seuss; other characters; photo; on television cartoons; use of cultural source materials; Warner Brothers

Jones, Quincy

Joplin, Scott

Jordan, Michael; accomplishments; athlete-businessman role; challenges and criticism of; endorsements; entrance into the NBA; high school and college career; influence of; and Nike; photo; popularity of

Josefsberg, Milt

Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat

Josephson, Barney

Journalists. See Cronkite, Walter; Murrow, Edward R.

Judith of Bethulia

Judson, Edward Zane Carroll

Juhl, Jerry

Julius Caesar

Jun Fan Gung Fu

The Junior Morning Show

Juno

Jurassic Park

“Justify My Love” (Madonna)

“Kaddish” (Ginsberg)

Kadlecik, John

Kafner, Stefan

Kakutani, Michiko

Kamins, Mark

Kane, Big Daddy

Kaplan, James

Katzenberg, Jeffrey

Kazan, Elia; Actors Studio; awards; and Brando; censorship; childhood; as a director; Group Theatre; and House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC); influence of; as a mentor; overview of; photo; recurrent themes

KCMO radio

Keaton, Buster

Kellner, Douglas

Kelly, Gene; and Astaire; awards; and Ball; as a director; early career; photo; television

Kelly, Grace

Kennedy, J. J.

Kennedy, John F.

Kennedy, Randy

Kennedy Center honors

Kerouac, Jack

Kesey, Ken

Key Largo

“Kickin’ and Screamin’ ” (Brooks)

The Kid

Kid Auto Races at Venice

Kids in the Hall

Kilborn, Craig

Kill Bill

King, Billie Jean; accomplishments; on amateur vs. professional status; childhood; coming out; early career; pay disparity; photo; and Riggs; Virginia Slims Invitational

King, Coretta Scott

King, Martin Luther, Jr.

King, Stephen

King Cole Trio

The King of Kings

King of Rock

King Records

Kinsey, Alfred

Kirby (Evanier)

Kirby, Jack; Captain America; childhood and early career; influence of; innovations of; and Lee; photo; Young Allies Comics

Kirk, Russell

Kite, Tom

Klein, Calvin

Kmart

Knight, Phil

Knights of Pythias

Knocked Up

Knoll, John

Knowles, Beyoncé

KNX television station

Koch, Tom

Koehler, Robert

Kohl, Paul R.

Konigsberg, Allan. See Allen, Woody

Koverman, Ida

Kraft Music Hall

Krakowski, Jane

Krämer, Peter

Kreutzmann, Bill

Krim, Arthur

Krush Groove

“The Kugelmass Episode” (Allen)

Ku Klux Klan

Labyrinth

Lady Gaga

Lady in Satin

Lady Lou

Laemmle, Carl

LaGuardia Report

Lambert, Mary

Lang, Pearl

Lantz, Walter

The Larry Sanders Show

Lasky, Jesse L.

Lasseter, John

Last Tango in Paris

The Last Tycoon

Lauper, Cyndi

Lauzetta Quartet

Laverne and Shirley

Lawson, Tim

Lax, Eric

Lazar, Swifty

A League of Their Own

Leamer, Laurence

Lear, Norman; All in the Family; awards; childhood and early career; as a producer; social critique; as a writer

Leaves of Grass (Whitman)

Le Cordon Bleu

LeDoux, Chris

Lee, Ang; awards; body of work; compared to other directors; early career; influence of; photo; straddling East and West

Lee, Brandon

Lee, Bruce; childhood and early career; death of; fight choreography; influence of; introduction to martial arts; photo; physical training

Lee, Chris

Lee, Hattie Mae Presley

Lee, James

Lee, Judith Yaross

Lee, Spike

Lee, Stan; accomplishments; childhood; early career; influence of; innovations of; and Kirby; layout of comic books; marriage; Marvel Comics; overview of; photo; POW! Entertainment; Spiderman; story-writing technique; superhero personalities

Lee, Vernita

Lee, Vernon

Leigh, Vivien

Leitmotifs

Lennon, John

Lennox, Annie

Leno, Jay

Leon Schlesinger Productions

Leppert, Richard

Lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transsexuals (LGBT): Cat on a Hot Tin Roof; censorship; DeGeneres; Ellen; influence of West on gay subculture; King; Lee’s portrayal of; A Streetcar Named Desire; T. Williams; Warhol; Whitman

Lesh, Phil

Lesser, Wendy

Letterman, David

Levine, Robert

Lewis, Jerry

Lewis, Michael

Lieber, Jack

Lifeboat

Life magazine

Lifestyle entrepreneur, Martha Stewart as

Like a Prayer

“Like a Prayer” (Madonna)

Like a Virgin

“Like a Virgin” (Madonna)

The Likes of Us

Lind, Jenny

The Lion King

Lipsitz, George

Liston, Sonny

Literary humorists. See Twain, Mark

Little Bill

Littlefeather, Sacheen

The Little Mermaid

Little Richard

Little Stranger, Inc.

Live at the Apollo (Brown)

Live Nation

Live with Lucy

“Living in America” (Brown)

Loaded

Lockwood, Ruth

The Lodger

Lomax, Alan

London Blitz

The Lonely Villa

“A Look at Organized Crime” (Allen)

Look magazine

Looney Tunes

Lopez, Jennifer; American Idol; awards; body of work; early career; focus on her body; influence of; influences on; overview of; photo; relationships and marriage; roles of; and Selena; singing career; style of

Los Angeles Examiner

Los Angeles Times

The Lost Sessions

The Lost Weekend

Louis C. K.

“L-O-V-E” (Cole)

Love, Ellen (DeGeneres)

Love and Death

Love in the Afternoon

Love Me Tender

“Lovesick Blues” (Williams, H.)

Loving

“Low Blows” (Drake)

Loy, Myrna

LSD

Lucas, George; characters of; charitable activities; childhood and early career; influence of; innovations and influence of; and Jackson; and J. Williams; merchandising; photo; preservation of Star Wars franchise; and Spielberg

Lucci, Susan

Lucy-Desi Comedy Hour

The Lucy Show

Ludington Lines

Lust, Caution

Lux Radio Theater

Lyceum movement

Lynn, Stephanie

Lythgoe, Nigel

Maas, Alexandra

MacFarlane, Seth

“MacGuffin,”

Madame Satan

Madonna; awards; body of work; childhood and early career; film career; and Fuller; influence of; photo; portrayal of female sexuality; relationships and marriages; representations of religion

Madonna

Maeder, Fred G.

Magic, Carson and

The Magical Mystery Tour

Magic Bus

Mahara’s Minstrels

Mailer, Norman

Maland, Charles

Malden, Karl

Maltese, Mike

The Maltese Falcon

Managua, Nicaragua

Mandela, Nelson

“Man in the Mirror” (Jackson)

The Manions

Mann, Geoff

Mann Act

Manning, Judson

Man of the Week

Manuel, Jeffrey T.

Maple Leaf Rag

Marceau, Marcel

Mardo, Bill

Marilyn Monroe (de Kooning)

Marilyn Monroe Productions

Marion, Frances

Marked Woman

Mark Twain Prize for American Humor

Marsalis, Wynton

Marsh, David

Martha Graham Dance Company

The Martha Raye Show

Martha Stewart Living

Martha Stewart Weddings

Martial arts

Martin, Demetri

Martin, Harry

Martin, Joe

Martin, Steve

Marvel Comics

“Marvel technique,”

Marx, Jack

Mary

Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman

Mary Poppins

Mary’s Incredible Dream

The Mary Tyler Moore Hour

The Mary Tyler Moore Show

Masculinity, portrayal of on Roseanne

Maslow, Sophie

Mason, Bobbie Ann

Mastering the Art of French Cooking

“Masters of War” (Dylan)

Masters Tournament

Matsushita

Maude

May, Robin

“Maybellene” (Berry)

Mayer, Louis B.

Mayfair Hotel

Mayhew, Peter

MCA (Music Corporation of America)

McBrayer, Jack

McCann, Graham

McCarten, John

McCarthy, Joseph R.

McCarthy, Melissa

McCarthyism

McCloud, Scott

McConachie, Bruce

McCullers, Michael

McDaniels, Darryl “DMC,”. See also Run-DMC

McDowell, Fred

McEntire, Reba

McKernan, Ron “Pigpen,”

McLeese, Don

McLintic, Aloysia

McMahon, Ed

McMahon, Vince; on-air persona; competition; criticism of; development of WWF; entertainment formula; influence of; photo; and steroids

McNally, Karen

McShane, Tracey

McWilliams, Amy

McWilliams, Julia. See Child, Julia

Mean Girls

Medal of Honor

Meeker, Richard Carlton

Meeropol, Abel

Meinhold, Charles

Meisner, Sanford

Mel Blanc’s Fit-It Shop

“Memphis Blues” (Handy)

The Men

Mencken, H. L.

Menken, Helen

Merchandising

Meredith, James

Merrie Melodies

Merry Pranksters

Messick, Don

Metcalf, Laurie

Method acting

Methot, Mayo

Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM)

Mexican Americans. See Selena

Meyers, Seth

Miami 7

Michael Jackson’s This Is It

Michaels, Al

Michaels, Lorne; awards; on challenges of a live show; childhood and early career; and Fey; influence of; influences on; innovations of; intellectual comedy; marriage; and NBC; photo; political comedy; relationships with actors; Saturday Night Live

Michaels, Shawn

Mickelson, Phil

Mickey Mouse

The Mickey Mouse Club

Middle East

Midnight in Paris

A Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy

Mike and Molly

Mildenberger, Karl

Millbank, Jeremiah

Miller, Davis

Miller, Johnny

Miller, J. P.

Miller, Mitch

Miramax Films

Mirken, Alan

Mister Miracle

Mitchell, Joni

Miyamoto, Shigeru; Donkey Kong; hardware design; influence of; innovations of; photo; Super Mario 64; Super Mario Bros.

Mizell, Jason “DJ Jam Master Jay,”. See also Run-DMC

Mobb Deep

Mockumentary genre

Modern dance

Modern Times

“Moment of Clarity” (Jay-Z)

Monday Nitro

Money Train

Monologues

Monroe, Jimmy

Monroe, Marilyn; in art; biographies and fictional writings; body of work; CinemaScope; as a comedienne; feminists on; frankness regarding sex; influence of; photo; relationships and marriages

Montgomerie, Colin

Mooney, Paul

Moonwalk (Jackson)

Moonwalker

Moore, George Tyler and Marjorie

Moore, Mary Tyler; as an activist; awards; as businesswoman and producer; childhood and early career; The Dick Van Dyke Show; film career; influence of; marriage and family; The Mary Tyler Moore Show; photo; post-MTMS career

Moore, Oscar

Moore, Scotty

Moreno, Rita

“More Than a Memory” (Brooks)

Morgan, Bill

Morgan, Richard

Morgan, Tracy

Mork and Mindy

Morrison, Clyde and Mary

Morrison, Marion. See Wayne, John

Morrison, Sterling. See also Velvet Underground

Morrissey

Morton, Gary

Moscow Art Theatre

Moses, Phoebe Ann. See Oakley, Annie

Moses Stokes Company

Moss, Annie Lee

Motherhood, Barrs’s portrayal of

Mother McCree’s Uptown Jug Champions

Mother Night (Vonnegut)

Motion Picture Patents Company

Motion Picture Production Code. See Production Code

Motown 25

Mouret, Roland

Movie patrons, demographics of

Movietone

Mr. Playboy (Watts)

Mrs. Lyons’ Cubs

MTV

Mudbone

Muhammad, Elijah

Muhammad, W. D.

Mulan

Multiplatform brands

Multiple sclerosis

Mumolo, Annie

Muppet Babies

The Muppet Movie

Muppets

The Muppet Show

The Muppets Take Manhattan

Murdoch, Elizabeth

Murdoch, Rupert

Muren, Dennis

Murphy, Eddie

Murray, Bill

Murrow, Edward R.; awards; and CBS; childhood and early career; documentaries; influences on; Jon Stewart compared to; on McCarthyism; Person to Person; photo; See It Now; U.S. Information Agency

Music. See Berry, Chuck; Brooks, Garth; Brown, James; Chuck D; Cole, Nat King; Dylan, Bob; The Grateful Dead; Handy, W. C.; Holiday, Billie; Jackson, Michael; Jay-Z; Lopez, Jennifer; Madonna; Presley, Elvis; Run-DMC; Selena; Sinatra, Frank; Smith, Bessie; Springsteen, Bruce; Velvet Underground; Williams, Hank; Williams, John

Musicals. See also Webber, Andrew Lloyd

Music Center of Los Angeles

Music City News Songwriter Awards

Music Corporation of America (MCA)

Music industry, and Fuller

Music videos

The Musketeers of Pig Alley

Mutiny on the Bounty

Mutual Film Company

“My Ding-a-Ling” (Berry)

Mydland, Brent

Myers, Mike

My Favorite Husband

“My Hometown” (Springsteen)

My Life in France (Child)

Naked Pictures of Famous People (J. Stewart)

Napster

Nas

Nash, Ted

Nashville

Nathan, Syd

National Basketball Association (NBA)

National Comics Publications

National Film Registry

National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation

National Lampoon’s Vacation

National Medal of Arts

National Museum of American History

Nation of Islam

Native Americans. See also Rogers, Will

NBC (National Broadcasting Company)

Nebel, Jane Ann

Negro Authors and Composers of the United States (Handy)

Negro Leagues

Never Too Late

The New Bill Cosby Show

Newcombe, Don

The New Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids

The New Gods

Newhart, Bob

Newport Folk Festival

Newsboy Legion

New School rap

Newspaper industry

Newsweek

New York Academy of Art

New York American

New York Daily Mirror

The New Yorker

New York Evening Graphic

New York Morning Telegraph

Nicaragua

Nicholls, Ruth

Nickelodeon

Nicklaus, Jack

Nico. See also Velvet Underground

“Nigger,” use of by Pryor

That Nigger’s Crazy

“Night of the Living Baseheads” (Public Enemy)

The Night They Raided Minsky’s

The Night Watchman

“The Night Will Only Know” (Brooks)

Nike

Niles, Abbe

“19” (Hardcastle)

1969: The Velvet Underground Live

“99 Problems” (Jay-Z)

Nintendo

Nirvana

Nixon, Agnes; All My Children; Another World; awards; childhood and early career; Guiding Light; influence of; Loving; marriage; One Life to Live; photo; social issues

Nixon, Richard

Nobel Prize in Literature

Noble, Maurice

No Fences

Noguchi, Isamu

Nolen, Jimmy

Nonlinear narrative

Non-sequitur jokes

Noonan, Fred

Norman, Greg

Norris, Chuck

North and South

North by Northwest

Notorious B.I.G.

Not Ready for Primetime Players

Novick, Irv

Nowitzki, Dirk

NPR (National Public Radio)

Nuremberg trials

Oakley, Annie

Obama, Barack

Obama, Michelle

Oberon, Merle

O’Brien, Conan

Observational comedy

“O Captain! My Captain!” (Whitman)

Occupy Wall Street movement

Ocean’s Eleven

O’Connor, Donald

O’Donnell, May

O’Donnell, Rosie

Office of Strategic Services (OSS)

Oklahoma!

The Old Mill

Old School rap

Old Wives for New

Oliver, Paul

Olsen, Jack

Olson, Charles

Olympic Games

O magazine

Omaha Community Playhouse

O’Malley, Walter

On Broadway Tonight

One Day at a Time

One-Eyed Jacks

“One Froggy Evening,”

One Hour in Wonderland

One Life to Live

Only the Lonely

On the 

“On the Floor” (Lopez)

On the Road (Kerouac)

On the Town

On the Waterfront

“Open Your Heart” (Madonna)

Oppenheimer, J. Robert

Oprah’s Next Chapter

Oprah Winfrey Leadership Academy for Girls

Oprah Winfrey Network (OWN)

The Oprah Winfrey Show

Oring, Eliot

The Osmonds

OSS (Office of Strategic Services)

Oswald the Lucky Rabbit

Oswalt, Patton

“The Other One” (Grateful Dead)

Ott, Brian

Overweight people

Ovitz, Michael

OWN (Oprah Winfrey Network)

Owsley, Tim

Oz, Frank

Paar, Jack

Pace, Harry

Pace and Handy Company

Pacific Coast Ladies Derby

Pacific Comics

Palin, Sarah

Pal Joey

Palmer, Arnold

Palmerstown U.S.A.

Pan, Hermes

“Papa Don’t Preach” (Madonna)

“Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag” (Brown)

Paramount Pictures

Paris Opera

Parker, Deanie

Parker, Maceo

Parker, Trey; and celebrity culture; censorship; and Comedy Central; influence of; photo; social critique; South Park; The Spirit of Christmas; television distribution; web video

Parkinson, David

Parkinson’s disease

Parody

Parsons, Estelle

Parsons, Louella; cultivation of relationships; Hollywood Hotel; and Hopper; influence of; marriage; as a multiplatform brand; national syndication; photo; policing of moral behavior; political partisanship; style of; vs. Winchell

Passage to Marseille

The Passion of the Christ

Pavement

Payne, Rufus “Tee-Tot,”

Pelle the Conqueror

Penn, Sean

Pentland, Bill

People for the American Way

People magazine

Pep Comics

Pepé Le Pew

Pepsi

Perenchio, Jerry

Perez, Rosie

Performance magazine

Perón, Eva

Perry, Joe

Personal narratives

Persons, Alisa

Person to Person

Peter, Paul, and Mary

The Petrified Forest

Philips, Mary

Phillips, Irna

Phillips, Sam

The Photo-Drama of Creation

Picador Porky

Pickford, Mary

Picture Pages

Pinocchio

Pinsker, Sanford

The Pirate

Piscator, Erwin

Pittsburgh Pirates

Pixar Studios 

Place Crazy

Plagiarism

Planes, Trains, and Automobiles

Plantinga, Carl

Playboy

Playboy Mansions

“The Playboy Philosophy,”

Player Piano (Vonnegut)

Playhouse

Playmates

“Please, Please, Please” (Brown)

“Please, Please, Please” (Famous Flames)

The Pleasure Man

Poehler, Amy

Poetry/poets. See Ginsberg, Allen; Whitman, Walt

Political comedy, Michaels and

Politics/political statements: Barr and; Chuck D; Ginsberg; Hopper; Parsons; Public Enemy; Rogers; Sullivan; Wasserman and; Winchell; Winfrey

Pomerantz, Hart

Pop, Iggy

Pop art movement

Pop Idol

Pop music. See also Rock and roll

Pop opera

Popstars

Porky Pig

Porky’s Duck Hunt

Porky’s Hare Hunt

Postpunk

Pound, Ezra

Powell, Colin

POW! Entertainment

Powers, Anne

Powers, Ron

The Powers That Be

Precht, Bob

Presidential Citizens Medal

Presidential election of 2008

Presidential Medal of Freedom

Presley, Elvis; childhood and early career; declining health and death of; on The Ed Sullivan Show; estate management; film career; influence of; marriage and family; race and; sexuality

Presley, Lisa Marie

Press, Barnum and. See also Journalism; Journalists

Pretty in Pink

Price, Vincent

Prince, Wesley

Prison, Brown and

Procter and Gamble

Producers. See Film industry

Producers Distributing Corporation

Production Code

Production quality, early television

Professional wrestling

Professor LeBlanc

Protest music

Pryor, Richard; awards; childhood and early career; comedy style; cultural commentary; as a director; film career; health; influence of; influence of Cosby on; marriages and family; Mudbone; “nigger,”; photo; on television

Pryor Convictions and Other Life Sentences (Pryor)

Psycho

Public Enemy

Publicity stunts

Publisher, Hefner as

Puerto Rico. See Clemente, Roberto

Pulp Fiction

Punk movement

Punk music, Brown’s influence on

Puppetry. See Henson, Jim

Purdue University

Pushing Hands

Putnam, George Palmer

Quarry, Jerry

Queen Bees and Wannabes (Wiseman)

Quinn, Anthony 

Quintanilla, Abraham

Quivers, Robin

Race/racism: Ali; Cole; Cosby; and country music; Griffith; music and; A. Nixon; Presley; in professional sports; Pryor; Robinson; Smith; Sullivan; Williams, H.; Woods

Racial segregation

Radio

Radulovich, Milo

Railey, Hilton

Raines, David

Raising Hell

Ralston, Ken

“Ramblin’ Rose” (Cole)

Ramona

Rand, Ayn

Rap music. See Hip-hop music

Rashad, Phylicia

Rather, Dan

Rat Pack

Raw

Ray, Bingham

Ray, Danny

Ray of Light

Reagan, Ronald

Reagan Revolution

Realism

Rear Window

Reasonable Doubt

Recording Industry Association of America

Red Hot Chili Peppers

Red River

Reebok

Reed, Lou. See also Velvet Underground

“Reelin’ and a Rockin’ ” (Berry)

Reese, Pee Wee

Reeve, Christopher

Reflections in a Golden Eye

Reiner, Carl

Religion, Madonna’s representations of

A Reporter’s Life (Cronkite)

Reprise Records

Reservoir Dogs

Reuben, David

Revue Productions

Rhodes, Teddy

Rice, Tim

The Richard Pryor Show

Richards, Michael

Richie, Lionel

Richmond, Jeff

Rickey, Branch

Ridenhour, Carlton Douglas. See Chuck D

Ride with the Devil

Riggs, Bobby

Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey Circus

Rio Bravo

Rio Grande

“The River” (Springsteen)

Rivera, Arthur

Roach, Hal

Road Runner

The Roaring Twenties

Roberto Clemente Award

Roberto Clemente Sports City

Roberts, Clifford

Robertson, Pamela

Robeson, Paul

Robinson, Jackie; abuse endured by; awards; childhood and early career; influence of; number retirement; photo

The Rock

Rock-A-Fella Records

Rock and roll: creation of; and Dylan; generational conflict; influence of Handy; as a liberating space; and Springsteen; and Sullivan; Velvet Underground. See also Berry, Chuck

Roddick, Nick

Rodgers, Nile

Rodgers, Richard

Rodriguez, Paul

Rogen, Seth 

Rogers, Ginger

Rogers, Lela

Rogers, Will; background and early career; A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court; film career; influence of; photo; presidential candidacy

Rolling Stones

“Roll Over Beethoven” (Berry)

Roosevelt, Eleanor

Roosevelt, Franklin

Rosa, Joseph G.

Rose, Mickey

Rose, Reginald

Rose, Tricia

Rose, William

Roseanne

Roseannearchy (Pentland)

The Roseanne Barr Show

Roseanne’s Nuts

Rosen, Marjorie

Rosenbaum, Estelle

Rosenberg case (Julius and Ethel)

Ross, Alex

Ross, Diana

Roughing It (Twain)

“Route 66” (Cole)

Rowan, Dan

Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In

Rowe, Debbie

Royko, Mike

Rubin, Rick

Rudd, Paul

Run-DMC; awards; body of work; Christianity; creation and early career of; crossover appeal; film career; influence of; photo

Run-DMC

Rushfield, Richard

Russell, Don

Russell, Majors and Waddell

Sacks, Manie

Sadat, Anwar

Sadler, Eric “Vietnam,”

Saldivar, Yolanda

Salsbury, Nate

Sam and Friends

Sampling

Samson and Delilah

Sandler, Adam

The Sands of Iwo Jima

Sanford and Son

San Juan Sun

Santana

Satan Met a Lady

Satire

Saturday Evening Post

Saturday Night Live: and Fey; and Henson; and Michaels; parody of Barr; parody of Child; and Pryor; and Seinfeld; and Weinstein

Saving Private Ryan

Sawyer, Diane

“Say It Loud (I’m Black and I’m Proud)” (Brown)

Sayonara

Scandal

Scarecrow

Schickel, Richard

Schiffman, Jack

Schindler’s List

Schlesinger, Leon

“The Schmeed Memoirs” (Allen)

Schulberg, Budd

Schwartz, Delmore

Schwarzbaum, Lisa

Science fiction

S Club

S Club 7 in Miami

Scobie, Stephen

The Score

Scorsese, Martin

Scott, A. O.

Scott, Ridley

Screen Actors Guild

Scudder’s American Museum

Seal Island

The Searchers

Search for Tomorrow

Seattle Times

Sebring, Jay 

The Second City

Security of the First-World (S1W) soldiers

Seeger, Pete

See It Now

Seinfeld

Seinfeld, Jerry; childhood and early career; children’s entertainment; film career; influence of Cosby on; narrative structure; observational comedy; photo; recurrent themes; Seinfeld; stand-up comedy; television appearances

Selena; awards; childhood and early career; death of; as an icon; identity; influences on; photo

Selena

Selena y Los Dinos

Selznick, David O.

“Send for Me” (Cole)

Sennett, Mack

Sense and Sensibility

Serling, Carol

Serling, Rod; awards; early career; influence of; photo; post-Twilight Zone projects; social commentary; teleplays; The Twilight Zone; World War II

Sesame Street

Settlement houses

Sevareid, Eric

704 Houser Street

Seventh Kansas Cavalry Regiment

The Seven Year Itch

Sex (Madonna)

Sex, lies and videotape

Sex Pistols

Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (Kinsey)

Sexual revolution

Shaft

“Shameless” (Brooks)

Sharpshooters

Sharpton, Al

Shaw, David

Shaw, Irwin

Shawn, Ted

She Done Him Wrong

Sheff, David

Sherlock Jr.

Sherwood, Robert

She’s Gotta Have It

She’s Having a Baby

Shocklee, Hank

Shocklee, Keith

Shone, Tom

The Shootist

Shore, Howard

Shorten, Harry

Shubert Brothers

Shuster, Frank

Shuster, Joe; influence of; photo; popularity and expansion of Superman; struggle for intellectual property; Superman; villains of Superman

Shuster, Rosie

“Shut ’Em Down” (Public Enemy)

Side Effects (Allen)

Sidekicks in comic books

Siegel, Jerry; influence of; photo; popularity and expansion of Superman; struggle for intellectual property; Superman; villains of Superman

Sifford, Charlie

The Sign of the Cross

Silent films

Silly Symphonies

Simmons, Ed

Simmons, Joseph “Run,”. See also Run-DMC

Simmons, Russell

Simon, Joe

The Simpsons

Sinatra, Frank; awards; childhood and early career; and Cole; concept albums; film career; on Holiday; House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC); influence of; marriages; overview of; photo; Rat Pack; Reprise Records; social issues; as a solo singer

Singin’ in the Rain

The Sirens of Titan (Vonnegut)

Sirius Satellite Radio

Siskel, Gene

Situation comedy production

“The Six Marilyns” (Warhol)

Sixteen Candles

60 Minutes

Skeleton Key: A Dictionary for Deadheads

Skelton, Red

The Skin of Our Teeth

Sklar, Jason

Sklar, Randy

Sklar, Robert

Skull and Roses

Slaughterhouse-Five (Vonnegut)

Sleeper

“The Sleepers” (Whitman)

Sleeping Beauty

Smith, Bessie; advocacy for women; background; childhood and early career; death of; influence of; marriages; photo; social protest; “St. Louis Blues,”; themes

Smith, Dean

Smith, Margaret

Smith, Ronald

The Smiths

Smithsonian Institution

The Smothers Brothers (Tom and Dick); and CBS; censorship; early career; influence of; innovations of; social commentary

The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour

Snook, Neta

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs

Social commentary/critique: Barr; Chaplin; Lear; Nixon, A.; Parker; Serling; Sinatra; the Smothers Brothers; Stone; Stowe; Vonnegut

social protest, Smith and

Social work

Some Kind of Wonderful

Some Like It Hot

“Song of Myself” (Whitman)

Song of the South

Songs for Young Lovers

Songs My Mother Taught Me (Brando)

Sonic Youth

Sorrowful Jones

Soto, Janet

Soul music

The Soul of a Butterfly (Ali)

“The Sounds of Jazz,”

Sounes, Howard

The South

South Park

So You Think You Can Dance

Space Jam

Space program

Spade, David

Special effects in films

Specimen Days (Whitman)

“Speechless” lithograph

Speedy Gonzales

Sperber, A. M.

Sperling, Cass Warner

Spice Girls

Spice World

Spiderman

Spiegel, Sam

Spielberg, Steven; awards; body of work; influence of; influences on; and J. Williams; realism; on Thalberg; Twilight Zone: The Movie; and Wasserman

Spinks, Leon

The Spirit of Christmas

Spiritualized

Spitz, Bob 

Spokespersons

Sports Illustrated

Sports journalism, coverage of Ali

Springsteen, Bruce; childhood and early career; compared to Whitman and Twain; creation of empathy; influence of; photo; popularity of

The Squaw Man

The Squirrel’s Nest

Stagecoach

Staggs, Tom

Stallone, Sylvester

Stanislavski, Constantin

Stanley, Augustus Owsley, III “Bear,”

Stanton, Eric

Stanton, Frank

Stargell, Willie

Starsky and Hutch

Star Wars

St. Denis, Ruth

Steal Your Face

Steamboat Willie

Steel, Mark

Stein, Jules

Stein, Seymour

Steinberg, David

Steinem, Gloria

Stelter, Brian

Stern, David

Stern, Howard; censorship; criticism of; influence of; move to Sirius; overview of; photo; on Selena

Steroids

Stevens, Dana

Stewart, Andrew

Stewart, Jimmy

Stewart, Jon; awards; childhood and family; compared to Murrow; compared to Twain; Crossfire appearance; The Daily Show with Jon Stewart; early career; film career; influence of; media criticism; photo; post-9/11 show; satire of; on Springsteen; writings of

Stewart, Martha; awards; childhood and early career; criticism of; influence of; initial public offerings; marriage and family; merchandising; photo; publications; radio career; securities fraud charges; television; websites

Steyn, Mark

St. Louis Blues

“St. Louis Blues” (Handy)

Stone, Matt; and celebrity culture; censorship; and Comedy Central; influence of; photo; social critique; South Park; The Spirit of Christmas; television distribution; web video

Stoner, Fred

Stordahl, Axel

Stowe, Harriet Beecher

St. Patrick Catholic High School

“Straighten Up and Fly Right” (Cole)

Strange, Curtis

“Strange Fruit” (Holiday)

Strasberg, Lee

A Streetcar Named Desire

Stroheim, Erich von

Stromberg, Fredrik

Studio system

Stultz, Wilmer

“Sucker MC’s” (Run-DMC)

Suda

Sudeikis, Jason

Sufism

The Sugarland Express

Sullivan, Ed; childhood and early career; criticism of; influence of; photo; progressive politics; and race; technical innovations

Sullivan, Vin

“Summertime” (Holiday)

Sunday Dinner

Sunni Islam

Sunset Boulevard

Superbad

“Super Bad” (Brown)

Superboy

Superman

Superman III

Superman’s Pal, Jimmy Olsen

Super Mario 64

Super Mario Bros.

Susman, Morton

Suspense

Swanson, Gloria

Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song

Swingers

Sylvester the Cat

Syndication

Take the Money and Run

Taking Woodstock

Talese, Gay

Talking Funny

Talk shows

Tandem Productions

Tarantino, Quentin; awards; influence of; Inglourious Basterds; Jackie Brown; Kill Bill; meta nature of films; nonlinear narratives; Ocean’s Eleven; photo; Pulp Fiction; Reservoir Dogs; writing of

T.A.T. Productions

Tauber, Peter

Taylor, Elizabeth

Taylor, Timothy D.

Teachout, Terry

The Teahouse of the August Moon

Team America: World Police

Technicolor

“Techno Cumbia” (Selena)

Teenage films

Teenagers, treatment of in film

Teen Beats

Tejano music

Teleplays

Television: Astaire; Disney; distribution of; early production quality; Fuller; Hitchcock; Kelly; Murrow; online; portrayals of women; Pryor; Stewart, M.; Superman; Wasserman. See also Arnaz, Desi; Ball, Lucille; Barr, Roseanne; Carson, Johnny; Cosby, Bill; Cronkite, Walter; DeGeneres, Ellen; Eisner, Michael; Lear, Norman; Michaels, Lorne; Moore, Mary Tyler; Nixon, Agnes; Parker, Trey; Serling, Rod; The Smothers Brothers; Stone, Matt; Sullivan, Ed; Winfrey, Oprah

Telotte, J. P.

Temperton, Rod

Temple, Shirley

The Ten Commandments

Tennant, Eleanor

The Tennessee Ernie Ford Show

Terkel, Studs

Terrapin Station

Territorial Enterprise

Texas Jack

Thalberg, Irving; childhood and early career; influence of; innovations of; at MGM; photo; signing and developing talent; talking pictures; at Universal

That ‘70s Show

That’s Entertainment

Theater. See also Webber, Andrew Lloyd; Williams, Tennessee

Theme parks

There’s a Customer Born Every Minute

There’s a Poison Goin’ On

They Drive by Night

Thin Blue Line 

“Think” (Brown)

30 Rock

“30 Something” (Jay-Z)

This Is a Book (Martin)

This Is Your Life

Thomas, Ben

Thomas, Danny

Thomas, Rebecca

Thompson, Anne

Three-camera technique

“Thrilla in Manila,”

“Thriller” (Jackson)

Thumb, Tom

Thunderbird Hotel

“The Thunder Rolls” (Brooks)

Thurman, Uma

THX 1138

Timely Comics

Timely Productions

Time magazine

Time Piece

“The Times They Are A-Changin’ ” (Dylan)

Tinker, Grant

Tippett, Phil

Title IX

Titlest

To Catch a Thief

The Today Show

To Have and Have Not

Tomlin, Lily

Tommy

The Tonight Show (with Jack Paar)

The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson

Too Many Girls

Topps sports trading-card company

Tornante Company

To Tell the Truth

“Touch of Grey” (Grateful Dead)

Touchstone Pictures

Tougher Than Leather

The Towering Inferno

The Toy

The Toy Theater

Toy Theater

Trading Places

Tramp

Travers, Peter

Travers, P. L.

Travolta, John

Trav S. D.

The Treasure of the Sierra Madre

A Tree Grows in Brooklyn

Tremper, Ellen

Tribute groups. See Cover bands

“The Trouble with Hitchcock” (Teachout)

Truckline Café

True Blue

True Grit

Truth-telling as comedy

“Try Me” (Brown)

Tucker, Ken

Tucker, Maureen “Moe,”. See also Velvet Underground

Tunnel of Love

Turan, Kenneth

TV Guide

TWA

Twain, Mark; attempts to protect intellectual property; childhood and early career; influence of; influences on; J. Stewart compared to; as a lecturer; name change; personal narrative; photo; Springsteen compared to; Vonnegut compared to; in the West; as a writer

Tweety Bird

Twentieth Century-Fox

20 hrs. 40 min. (Earhart)

20,000 Leagues Under the Sea

The Twilight Zone

Twilight Zone: The Movie

“Two of a Kind” (Brooks)

Tyler, Steven

UC Follies

The Unabridged Marilyn

Uncle Buck

Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Stowe)

Undeclared

United Press 

“Unity” (Brown and Bambaataa)

Universal Film Company

Universal Pictures

University of North Carolina

Up the River

U.S. Census Bureau

U.S. Information Agency

USS Pennsylvania

Vance, Vivian

Van Druten, John

Van Dyke, Dick

Van Vechten, Carl

Variety shows

Vaudeville

The Velvet Underground; dissolution of; influence of; Loaded; photo; The Velvet Underground and Nico; and Warhol

The Velvet Underground and Nico

Vertigo

Victoria, Queen

Vidal, Gene

Video gaming

Vidor, King

Vietnam War

Vinson, Willis

Virginia Slims Invitational

VistaVision

Visual artists. See Warhol, Andy

Visual effects in films

Vitaphone

Viva Zapata

The Voice

Volume No. 1

Vonnegut, Kurt; awards; body of work; Breakfast of Champions; childhood and early career; compared to Twain; influence of; influence of World War II on; photo; as a playwright; Slaughterhouse-Five; social critique

Vuguru

Wagner, Richard

Wagon Train

Wake Up and Live

Walker, Tricia

“Walking in Memphis” (Cohn)

“Walk This Way,”

Wall-E

Wall of Sound

Walmart

Walser, Robert

Walsh, Raoul

The Walt Disney Company

Walt Disney World

The Walter Winchell Hour

“Wannabe” (Fuller)

Warhol, Andy; celebrities and; childhood and early career; criticism of; death of; documentaries; The Factory; film career; innovations of; personal life; photo; religious imagery; sculptures; shooting incident; and the Velvet Underground

Warlocks

Warner, Abe

Warner, Benjamin and Pearl

Warner, Harry

Warner, Jack

Warner, Sam

The Warner Brothers; and Blanc; and Bogart; censorship; childhood and early careers; gangster films; and Jones; photo; studio system; transition to sound films; Vitaphone system

Warner Features

Warren, Louis S.

Wartenberg, Thomas E.

Washington Blade

Washington Post

Wasserman, Lew; antitrust proceedings; early career; and Hitchcock; innovative contracts; photo; politics; Presidential Medal of Freedom; purchase of Paramount library; and Spielberg; television

Watching Walter Cronkite (Kutscher)

Watch the Throne

Watergate scandal

Waters, Muddy

Watts, Jill

Watts, Steven

Wayne, John; cancer; childhood and early career; and the Cold War; and Ford; identity; influence of; photo; Presidential Medal of Freedom; The Searchers; war films; westerns

The Way of the Dragon

W. C. Handy’s Collection of Negro Spirituals (Handy)

WCW (World Championship Wrestling)

“We Are the World” (Jackson)

Webber, Andrew Lloyd; awards; body of work; childhood; criticism of; influence of; photo; and Rice

Webber, Julian

Webber, William Lloyd

Web series

The Wedding Banquet

The Wedding Planner

Weekend Update

Weide, Robert B.

Weinstein, Bob

Weinstein, Harvey; awards; childhood and early career; film acquisitions; garnering publicity; influence of; photo; reputation for editing films; sale of Miramax

Weinstein Company

Weir, Bob

Weird Science

Welcome Back, Kotter

Welles, Orson

Wells, Frank G.

Welnick, Vince

“We Shall Be Free” (Brooks)

We Shall Overcome: The Seeger Sessions

West, Cornel

West, John Patrick

West, Kanye

West, Mae; censorship; childhood and early career; film career; influence on gay subculture; overview of; photo; sexuality; television appearances

West, Natalie

Westerns. See also Wayne, John

Wexler, Jerry

“What Is It?” exhibit

What’s New Pussycat

“What’s Opera Doc?,”

What’s Up, Tiger Lily?

“When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d” (Whitman)

White Citizens Council

White Light/White Heat

Whitman, Walt; on America; during the Civil War; influence of; as a journalist; Leaves of Grass; photo; sexuality; Springsteen compared to

The Who

Who Do You Trust?

Who Framed Roger Rabbit?

Why Change Your Wife

Wiig, Kristen

Wii Sports

Wilder, Billy; awards; body of work; censorship; influence of; photo; portrayal of gender characteristics; transition to comedies

Wilder, Thornton

A Wild Hare

The Wild One

Wildroot Cream Oil Company 

Wild West shows

Wile E. Coyote

Wilgus, D. K.

Wilkinson, Kendra

Will, George

Williams, Hank; criticism of; historical context of rise to fame; influence of; overview of; photo; and race; transcending musical genres

Williams, John; awards; early career; influence of; and Lucas; photo; plagiarism accusations; shaping audience interpretation; and Spielberg

Williams, Matt

Williams, Tennessee; censorship; film adaptations; influence of; photo; A Streetcar Named Desire

Willis, Bruce

Willis, Gordon

Wilson, August

Wilson, Woodrow

Wimbledon

Winchell, Walter; influence of; informants; as a multiplatform brand; vs. Parsons; photo; policing of moral behavior; political partisanship; style of; and Sullivan; Wake Up and Live

Winehouse, Amy

Winfrey, Oprah; awards; Barr on; childhood and early career; DeGeneres and; influence of; as a multiplatform brand; Oprah’s Next Chapter; The Oprah Winfrey Show; photo; political involvement; position of an equal with fans; sexual abuse; willingness to address controversial topics; Winfrey on

Wing Chun

Winkler, George

Winkler, Henry

Wiseman, Rosalind

Within Our Gates

Without Feathers (Allen)

Witness for the Prosecution

The Wiz

Wolfe, Tom

Women in athletics

Women’s Tennis Association

The Wonder Years

Wood, Matthew

Wood, Robert

Woods, Earl

Woods, Tiger; childhood and early career; earnings; endorsements; influence of; Masters Tournament; and Nike; personal life; photo; race and

Woodward, Bob

Woody Allen: A Documentary

Woody Woodpecker

“The Woody Woodpecker Song,”

Words and Music

Workers Laboratory Theatre

Working class, Barr’s portrayal of

World Championship Wrestling (WCW)

World War II

World Wide Wrestling Federation

World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE)

World Wrestling Federation (WWF)

Worthy, James

WOW television station

WrestleMania

Wright, Johnny

Writers. See Ginsberg, Allen; Twain, Mark; Vonnegut, Kurt; Whitman, Walt

Writer’s Guild of America

WWE (World Wrestling Entertainment)

WWF (World Wrestling Federation)

Xochitl

Yagoda, Ben

Yeoh, Michelle

“Yes, But Can the Steam Engine Do This?” (Allen)

Yo! Bum Rush the Show

Yorkin, Bud

Yosemite Sam

You Are There

“You Call It Madness” (Cole)

“You Gotta Move” (McDowell and Davis)

Young, Dick

Young, Lester

Young Allies Comics

The Young Lions

Young Romance

Youth ’68

Youth culture

Yule, Billy

Yule, Doug

Yuppie culture

Yuriko

Zhang Ziyi

Ziegfeld, Florenz

Ziegfeld Follies

Zimmer, Hans

Zukor, Adolph
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