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( Film Language

of a city first-floor flat directly onto a beach, and the director (Luis
Bunuel) uses a dissolve within a scene. However this use of a dissolve is
not, in itself, sufficient to disturb an audience’s perception; it is also used
in The Brotherhood of theWolf (Le Pacte des Loups, France, 2001) as an ellipsis
showing characters first in the distance and then closer, the dissolve
signifying the time passed travelling between the two points.

1.10 Film stars as texts

Richard Dyer (1979) suggests that we can study stars in three ways:

» economically
» through audience reception
> as atext in themselves.

The first two points are investigated in Sections 3.17 and 4.10 respec-
tively. Here we shall consider stars in terms of the meanings they can
generate in films.

It was noted by film theorist Bela Balazs, writing in the 1920s and
1930s, that movies as a medium could give stars god-like qualities with
the use of the close-up:

When we see the fact of things, we do what the ancients did in
creating gods in man’s (sic) image and breathing a human soul into
them.

(Balazs, 1979: 290)

However, despite the potential for deity, stars manage to remain ordi-
nary people. They are portrayed as being ‘just like us’ while in possession
of immense wealth and, usually, exceptional looks. Whilst all stars are
actors, not all actors are stars.

Actors become stars once they gain a following, and usually have a
body of work behind them in which they have played similar types of
character. The similarity of character is important, as it this persona with
which audiences identify. It is difficult for actors who have a
chameleon-like ability to change themselves with their roles to become
stars, although Meryl Streep gained this status during the 1980s, possibly
more through critical appraisal than through a traditional fan base.

Although films are the primary text through which personas are
circulated (see Box 1.6), other secondary texts are also crucial in the
dissemination of the persona. These include promotional material, such
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as interviews, film reviews, fan material (widely available on the
Internet) and, for the last 30 years or so, academic analysis. This variety
of texts about stars, and the importance of fans in the construction of
star images, mean:

Knowledge of stars is ... differently dispersed across society.
Moviegoers ... bring many different social and cultural competen-
cies to their understanding of a star’s identity, so that the image will
be interpreted in many different ways. The meaning of a star’s
image... is produced in the moment of interaction between movie-
goers and star texts.

(McDonald, 2000: 7)

One of the crucial aspects of a star’s quality is his or her ‘charisma’.
While many people can be described as charismatic, a star’s charisma
must be visible (indeed may only be visible) to the camera. In addition,
this charisma may be rooted in a particular time and place. (It is hard to
imagine Valentino’s version of masculine sexuality having much appeal
to contemporary audiences but he was extremely popular in the 1920s.)
However it may be possible that a star’s charisma can transcend (as far as
we can tell having only had 100 years of cinema history) the context of
its production.

For example, Marilyn Monroe was a very popular star in the 1950s,
embodying the male fantasy of female sexuality extant during that
decade. That embodiment is very different to today’s conventional
representation of female sexuality. However she remains a household
name over 40 years after her death. Dyer describes Monroe as:

encapsulating the ‘flux of ideas about morality and sexuality that
characterised the fifties.... Monroe’s combination of sexuality and
innocence is part of that flux but one can also say her ‘charisma’ is
the apparent condensation of all that flux...

(Dyer, 1979: 36)

Monroe’s charisma has allowed her popularity to continue beyond the
1950s. A star’s embodiment of ideas may explain his or her appeal, and it
is interesting to speculate why a muscle-bound machismo became
popular in the mid-1980s (Arnold Schwarzenegger and Sylvester
Stallone), only to be replaced in the 1990s with more feminine action
heroes, such as Keanu Reeves (Speed, 1994) and Leonardo DiCaprio
(Titanic, 1997). By the early twenty-first century the *he-man’ appeared to
be back in fashion, withVin Diesel and ‘the Rock’ (aka Dwayne Johnson).
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Box 1.6 Star personas: Cruise and Diaz in
Vanilla Sky (2001)

Tom Cruise has been a big star since Top Gun (1986), which was his
eighth film. However it is possible to see the Cruise persona in Risky
Business (1983) — his second lead role — where he plays a middle-class
teenager looking to ‘get laid’. Like Julia Roberts, Cruise’s smile is an
important visual trait, as is his character’s tendency to ‘explode’ into
anger after sarcastically making a point.

Cameron Diaz also came to notice in her debut The Mask (1994), a
special effects vehicle for Jim Carrey. However afterwards she
eschewed straight Hollywood fare by spending much of the rest of the
decade working in the independent sector. As she stated in a Premiere
magazine interview:

| was a kid who'd just turned 21... I'd played this bombshell girl
with, like, the boobs, the makeup, the hair — and | didn’'t know
anything.

(Bardin, 2002)

The ‘blonde bombshell’, with a hint of ‘bimbo’, has formed part of her
persona since. She played up this part of her persona in the Premiere
interview by claiming she did not understand what ‘oeuvre’ meant. (It’s
irrelevant whether Diaz understood the word or not: her professed
ignorance contributes to her persona.) However, she knew enough to
learn her craft in low-profile movies.

Another interview describes Diaz as ‘alluring and frequently giggly’
(Fischer, 2001). In the Charlie’s Angels films (2000 and 2003) she enacts
this not exactly dumb but certainly gauche blonde with postmodern
ironic delight: she tells her postman, when dressed only in T-shirt and
knickers, that he can put anything into her slot. Another joke in the first
film was she could not get a boyfriend.

The line between being represented as a ‘dumb sex symbol’ and an
emancipated woman in control of her sexuality is thin. For example,
three women complained to Sight and Sound about the magazine’s
gratuitous use of a publicity still showing a bikini-clad Diaz and Demi
Moore.Their point was that in the magazine, divorced from the context
of the film, the picture was simply ‘eye candy’ for a heterosexual male
audience. However in the context of the sequel Charlie’s Angels: Full
Throttle they concluded that:
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Diaz in particular is almost shouting to the audience: "What you're
looking at is MY body, but you're doing it because | have decided
you may, and | will decide when you may not!’

(Kartas, Fielding and Moylan, 2003; 72)

There are few (and they are racial) more reprehensible stereotypes
than the dumb blonde, but it is clear that however ditzy Diaz’s character
is (as in My Best Friend’sWedding, 1997, and There’s Something About Mary,
1998), she is able to convey that she is in control of how she is being
represented. This was emphasized by her performance in Being John
Malkovich (1999), where she was unrecognizably dowdy. Clearly Diaz
does not suffer the vanity of many stars who dread to look, in public,
anything other than their glamorous best.

Vanilla Sky is a fascinating remake of Open Your Eyes (Abre Los Ojos,
Spain, 1997).Where in the Spanish original the playboy character was a
restaurateur, Cruise’s David Aames is a lifestyle magazine publisher,
which situates him within mainstream pop culture, only a hair’s breadth
away from movies. Cameron Crowe’s adaptation of Alejandro
Amenabar’s original grafts on numerous popular culture references,
suggesting they are an important part of our identity. (See also Box 1.4.)

The film is very much built around Cruise, although it’s less a star
vehicle than a deconstruction of stardom. Diaz plays Aames’ lover, Julia
Gianni, who he treats as a ‘fuck buddy’. Diaz’s appears to be a ‘typically’
frivolous blonde, but is shown to be homicidally unstable given her
shallow treatment by Aames. The film draws upon Diaz’s persona but
subverts it with a psychotic twist of character, suggesting that if men
treat women simply as sex objects they deserve the ‘psycho’ treatment.

The film’s deconstruction of stardom, and its attendant celebrity,
focuses on Cruise, whose nightmare, at the film’s beginning, shows him
plucking a grey hair from his head.A line later in the film he states,‘Isn’t
that what being young is about — believing you're going to live forever?
Ageing is a particularly difficult process for stars (satirized in Death
Becomes Her, 1992), as their younger selves are forever in the public,
and their, eye.

In typically postmodern fashion, Vanilla Sky references aspects of
Cruise’s persona that have circulated for many years in secondary texts:
his sexuality (he sued someone who stated he was gay) and his sensi-
tivity about his short stature (Nicole Kidman, upon her divorce from
Cruise, said she looked forward to wearing high heels again). In Vanilla
Sky he tells the male technician who appears to be trying to ‘pick him
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up’ that ‘I'm straight, okay?' in a friendly fashion, and is shown after his
arrest being photographed in front of a height measure, which reveals
he is five foot eight inches tall. By blatantly dealing with these issues
Cruise, through his proxy Aames, is stating his sexuality and refuting
accusations that he cares about his height.

After Aames’ disfigurement he wears a mask, a symbol of the film’s
investigation into identity, and in particular the identity of celebrities.
The word ‘persona’ derives from masks that Ancient Greek actors
wore.

Stars’ personas are identifiable across a body of films, as well as
through secondary texts such as interviews. This persona consists of
their look and the type of character they portray. Clint Eastwood,
Arnold Schwarzenegger and Sylvester Stallone tended to play men of
few words and violent actions. Julia Roberts’ characters are often skittish
with a ‘girl next door’ quality, despite her dazzling smile and undoubted
beauty. Contradiction (girls next door are not normally beautiful) is
characteristic of star personas: for example Marilyn Monroe’s innocent
sexuality and Humphrey Bogart’s tough-guy vulnerability (especially in
In a Lonely Place, 1950).

A star’s persona is a mask insofar that it may have little to do with the
actual individual. The ‘sex goddess’ of the 1940s, Rita Hayworth,
complained that men always went to bed with Rita Hayworth but woke
up with her (that is, an ordinary person). Stars are to an extent trapped
by their persona once they have established it, as audiences expect to see
a typical performance. Many stars’ attempts to broaden their range has
led them toward box office failure, such as Jim Carrey in The Majestic
(2001) and Will Smith in The Legend of Bagger Vance (2000). Both went
back to their familiar personas to regenerate their box office worth.

This chapter has attempted to explain the basics of film language. It
should be clear that there are no ‘hard and set’ rules. Film language
evolves, and it is always open to interpretation depending upon the
context in which the devices are used.
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