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“Lilti's achievement is highly impressive. He provides a new perspective on the
transformations of Western culture in the age of revolutions, and on the genesis
of modern notions of selfhood and personal authenticity. And he reminds us that
even as we laugh at contemporary celebrity culture, we need to take it seriously,
and not merely as an excrescence or a pathology, but as a constituent element of
political and cultural modernity.”

David A. Bell, Princeton University

“With The Invention of Celebrity, Antoine Lilti has established himself as one of
the most significant and talented historians of eighteenth-century France ... It is
an imaginative study, at once audacious and theoretically grounded, that estab-
lishes celebrity as an object of historical analysis and lays the groundwork for
further studies of the phenomenon.”

Colin Jones, Queen Mary University of London

Frequently perceived as a characteristic of modern culture, the phenomenon of
celebrity has much older roots. In this book Antoine Lilti shows that the mechanisms
of celebrity were developed in Europe during the Enlightenment, well before films,
yellow journalism, and television, and then flourished during the Romantic period
on both sides of the Atlantic. Figures from across the arts like Voltaire, Garrick, and
Liszt were all veritable celebrities in their time, arousing curiosity and passionate
loyalty from their “fans.” The rise of the press, new advertising techniques, and the
marketing of leisure brought a profound transformation in the visibility of celebrities:
private lives were now very much on public show. Nor was politics spared this cul-
tural upheaval: Marie-Antoinette, George Washington, and Napoleon all experienced
a political world transformed by the new demands of celebrity. And when the
people suddenly appeared on the revolutionary scene, it was no longer enough to be
legitimate; it was crucial to be popular too.

Lilti retraces the profound social upheaval precipitated by the rise of celebrity and
explores the ambivalence felt toward this new phenomenon. Both sought after and
denounced, celebrity evolved as the modern form of personal prestige, assuming the
role that glory played in the aristocratic world in a new age of democracy and
evolving forms of media. While uncovering the birth of celebrity in the eighteenth
century, Lilti's perceptive history at the same time shines light on the continuing
importance of this phenomenon in today’s world.

Antoine Lilti is Professor of History at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences
Sociales, Paris, and former editor-in-chief of the journal Annales.
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INTRODUCTION

Celebrity and Modernity

“Marie-Antoinette is Lady Di!”™ On the set where his daughter Sofia
was making her film on the French queen, Francis Ford Coppola was
struck by the parallel between the two women’s destinies.! This com-
parison is strongly suggested by the anachronistic angle taken by the
film: Sofia Coppola presents Marie-Antoinette as a young woman today,
torn between her thirst for freedom and the constraints imposed by her
royal station.

The film’s music, which mixes baroque works, 1980s rock groups, and
more recent electronic pieces, deliberately emphasizes this interpretation.
After the enigmatic and melancholy young women of The Virgin Suicides
and Lost in Translation, Marie-Antoinette at first appears to be a new
incarnation of the eternal adolescent girl. Then another theme emerges
that Sofia Coppola took up overtly in her following films: celebrities’ way
of life. Like the actor of Somewhere, holed up in his luxury hotel, where
he is dying of boredom but does not envisage leaving, Marie-Antoinette
is confronted by the obligations associated with her status as a public
figure. She can have anything she wants, except perhaps what she really
wants most: to escape the exigencies of court society, which appears
as a prefiguration of the “society of the spectacle” (Guy Debord). One
scene in the film shows the young crown princess’s astonishment and
embarrassment when, having awakened after moving into her quarters
at Versailles, she finds herself surrounded by courtiers staring at her like
modern paparazzi scrutinize the private lives of celebrities. Rejecting the
choice between condemning and rehabilitating the queen, Sofia Coppola
presents a futile young woman whose historical role seems to consist
in a long series of luxurious parties. Filming Marie-Antoinette’s life at
Versailles as if she were filming the amusements of Hollywood stars, the
director foresees a world in which the royal family is no different from
that of show business stars.
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In general, historians don’t like anachronisms. However, it is worth
considering this image of Marie-Antoinette as a celebrity avant la
lettre who is forced to live constantly under the eyes of others, deprived
of all privacy, hobbled in her quest for authentic communication with
her contemporaries. It is true that this parallel leaves out an essen-
tial element: the court ceremonial. This ceremonial placed sovereigns
under the permanent observation of the courtiers and was very dif-
ferent from the modern mechanisms of celebrity. It was not the result
of a vast audience’s curiosity about the private life of famous people,
but instead fulfilled a political function following from the theory of
royal representation. Whereas the culture of celebrity is based on the
distinction between an inversion of the private and the public (private
life being made public by the media), monarchical representation
presupposed their identity. In the time of Louis XIV, the lever du roi
was not that of a private individual, but rather that of a wholly
public person who incarnated the state. Between the political rituals
of monarchical representation and the media and commercial appa-
ratuses of celebrity, a profound change made the former obsolete
and the latter possible: the conjoint invention of private life and
publicity.

Nonetheless, there is something singularly right in Sofia Coppola’s
view of the queen’s condition. At the end of the eighteenth century,
Versailles was no longer the isolated space of monarchical represen-
tation. The court henceforth lived in Paris’s orbit, and it was deeply
affected by the changes in the public sphere, the multiplication of news-
papers and images, the development of fashion, shows, and the com-
mercialization of leisure activities. Under Louis XIV, protocol placed the
monarch’s whole life before the public and made manifest the radical
separation between the sovereign’s grandeur and his subjects, but this
protocol was completely controlled by the king. In the course of the
eighteenth century, it was gradually emptied of its meaning; courtiers,
preferring the amusements of the capital, reduced their stays at Versailles
to the strict minimum; sovereigns themselves gradually ceased to play
a game in which they no longer really believed and developed a private
life separate from the ceremonial; in the end, this privacy was intensely
scrutinized and exposed. Whereas Louis XIV was attacked for his poli-
tics, Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette were attacked for their sex lives,
supposed or real.

Granted, by projecting her favorite themes and no doubt part of
her personal experience onto Marie-Antoinette, Sofia Coppola was not
claiming to do the work of a historian, but she makes clear the changes
that were then affecting court society and the status of the queen under
the impact of the nascent culture of celebrity. In the course of the
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eighteenth century, something happened that has to be accounted for.
This is where the rights of the historian come into play.

But the historian has to exercise these rights. Whereas today celebrity
is a characteristic trait of most societies, historians hesitate to take an
interest in it. Stars are everywhere, in the periodicals devoted to them
and in the general media, on movie screens and on television, on radio
and on the internet. Specialists in the media and popular culture have
devoted numerous studies to them, dealing with their audiences, their
fates, and the meaning of the fascination they exercise. There is a semiol-
ogy and a sociology of celebrity, and even, more recently, an economics
of celebrity — a sign that the theme is beginning to gain legitimacy.” But
historians have shown little interest in the origins of this phenomenon.
Where did they come from, these stars who colonize our screens and
our imaginations?

In the absence of genuine historical works on celebrity, two opposed
interpretations share the market of received ideas. The first asserts that
celebrity is a universal phenomenon, which is found in all societies and
periods. Leo Braudy provided a persuasive illustration of this view in a
massive general study, The Frenzy of Renown, which traces the history
of celebrity and the desire for fame from Alexander the Great down to
our own time."” As is often the case with such an undertaking, one can
admire the effort taken to produce a synthesis or the accuracy of certain
analyses while remaining skeptical about the result: what is the use of
such a broad conception of celebrity, one that lumps together in a single
word phenomena as disparate as the glory of the Roman emperors and
the celebrity of contemporary actresses? Inversely, a second interpreta-
tion of celebrity sees it as a very recent phenomenon connected with the
rise of mass culture, with “the society of the spectacle,” and the omni-
presence of audiovisual media.* This kind of celebrity is defined by its
most extreme manifestations: the fans’ hysteria; the endless multiplica-
tion of celebrity images; the stars’ exponentially increasing incomes; their
eccentricities; TV reality shows; and the success of the celebrity press.
These two interpretations are strangely compatible. They feed a critical,
conservative, and now very conventional discourse that goes more or less
this way: there have always been very well-known people; they used to
owe their notoriety to their adventures, their talents, and their deeds,
whereas now they are famous only in proportion to their exposure in the
media, and they have no other “claim to fame.” Celebrity is supposed to
be only a degenerate form of glory, a tautological media phenomenon,
whose formula was defined by the American historian Daniel Boorstin:
celebrity designates people “well-known for their well-knownness,” indi-
viduals without talent and without achievements, whose sole merit is to
be on television.’
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These interpretations are not satisfactory. They are based on defini-
tions of celebrity that are too broad or too reductive, and they do not
allow us to understand either its origins or its meaning. When they
extend to all forms of fame, it prevents an examination of the specific-
ity of the phenomenon’s contemporary mechanisms. Conversely, when
they reduce celebrity to the current excesses of the star-system, they fail
to see that the phenomenon has its roots in the very heart of modernity,
in forms of public recognition that appeared, as we shall see, during the
Enlightenment. So it is not surprising that studies of contemporary celeb-
rity struggle to escape these confusions. Celebrity is presented sometimes
as the foundation of a new elite endowed with a capital of visibility and
benefiting from privileges, and sometimes as a mechanism of alienation
that binds famous people to the desire of an all-powerful public. In some
authors, it appears as a modern substitute for religious beliefs and myths:
the “cult of the stars” is supposed to be an anthropological variant of
the cult of saints and heroes, a modern idolatry. “Worshipped as heroes,
divinized, the stars are more than objects of admiration. They are also
subjects of a cult. A religion in embryo has formed around them,” Edgar
Morin wrote in 1957, in one of the first essays devoted to movie stars.”
This hypothesis, which at that time had the merit of being new, has now
become a commonplace. For other writers, celebrity is, on the contrary,
a completely secularized consequence of the economy of the spectacle
and the culture industry, whose peculiar logic consists in concentrating
prestige and income on a few individuals. Celebrity, disenchanted, is now
simply a question of marketing.

Coincidentally, all these elements are fused in a disconcerting whole,
as in Chris Rojeks book Celebrity, published in the United States in
2001 and accompanied in the French edition with a preface by Frédéric
Beigbeder, a French novelist and TV host.” The latter, both a protago-
nist and an observer of the culture of celebrity, and in that respect in
a position to talk about it, manages to juxtapose in two pages all the
apparently incompatible clichés. Celebrities are a caste of privileged,
rich, and arrogant people who get the best tables in restaurants and
live in palaces, but they are also the victims of fanatical admirers who
make their lives impossible by subjecting them to permanent surveil-
lance. This contradiction results in the expected unveiling of a kind of
merchandise omnipotence, the motto of inoffensive criticism: “Celebrity,
like publicity, 1s a dream that serves only one end: selling.” Let’s be
honest: these contradictions themselves have a long history. They lead
us toward a difficult question: why is celebrity such an ambivalent and
contested value?

[ propose to start from a definition of celebrity that cannot be reduced
to the simple fact of being very well known. There are too many ways of

4



INTRODUCTION: CELEBRITY AND MODERNITY

being well known. If we want to make the notion of celebrity analytically
effective on the sociological and historical level, we have to distinguish it
from other forms of notoriety, such as glory and reputation. Glory desig-
nates notoriety acquired by someone who is judged to be extraordinary
because of his or her achievements, whether these are acts of bravery,
or artistic or literary works. It is essentially a posthumous designation
and flourishes through the commemoration of the hero in the collective
memory. Reputation, for its part, corresponds to the judgment that the
members of a group or a community make collectively regarding one of
their own: is he or she a good spouse, a good citizen, competent and
honorable? It results from the socialization of opinions by way of con-
versations and rumors. It can be completely informal or more formalized.
If glory is reserved for a few individuals considered to be exceptional,
every individual, by the simple fact of living in society, is the object of
the judgment of others and thus has a reputation, which varies depending
on the places and the groups concerned.

The opposition between these two forms of notoriety, glory and repu-
tation, is a long-standing aspect of European history, sometimes masked
by the great range of vocabulary available for naming these phenomena.
In French, for example, there are the words renom, renommée, estime,
and reconnaissance. Every language obviously contains a large number
of such terms. In English, “fame” has, as we shall see, many different
meanings that overlap with those of “reputation™ and “glory.™ The use
[ make of the terms “glory” and “reputation” is first of all analyrtic: it
provides us with tools for distinguishing different social and cultural
configurations. Glory concerns heroes, saints, illustrious men — all the
figures whose glorification has played a major role in Western culture,
including their modern avatar, the “great man” — grand homme — dear
to Enlightenment philosophers; reputation belongs to local mechanisms
of social judgment, of fama and honor. Because they have not distin-
guished between these two forms of notoriety, most historians, taken in
by the imprecision of the vocabulary, confuse them, even though they are
based on very different social mechanisms. Today, the difference between
the two forms of notoriety is still manifest. On the one hand, the glory
of great heads of state, artists, scientists, and even sports champions:
Charles de Gaulle, Pablo Picasso, Marcel Proust, Marie Curie, Pelé, to
mention a few. On the other hand, an individual’s reputation based on
qualities, private or professional, evaluated by those who know and
spend time with him or her. One can be a reputable physician in one’s
city or a scientist well known to his or her peers without claiming to
have achieved glory. And who does not know that Vincent Van Gogh,
whose posthumous glory has been so great, was known to only a few
people during his lifetime?
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But the specificity of modern societies has to do with the appearance
of a third form of notoriety: celebrity. At first sight, the latter takes the
form of a very extensive reputation. The celebrated individual is not
known simply to his family, his colleagues, his neighbors, his peers,
or his customers, but to a vast group of people with whom he has
no direct contact, who have never met him and will never meet him,
but who frequently encounter his public image, a whole set of images
and discourses associated with his name.” In other words, a celebrated
person is one known by people who are not directly involved in making
a judgment regarding his personality or his competencies. The celebrity
of a singer begins when his name and his face are known to those who
do not listen to his songs; that of a soccer player when he is recognized
by those who never watch soccer games. As a celebrity, he is no longer
concerned with colleagues, admirers, customers, or neighbors, but rather
with an audience.

Are we now getting close to glory? Isn’t celebrity only a stage on a
continuum of notorieties that stretches from (local) reputation to (uni-
versal) glory by way of (extended) celebrity? This hypothesis has been
advanced in the form of concentric “circles of recognition” that lead in
the worlds of culture, for example, from the judgment of peers to that
of fans and critics, and then to the public at large.” This model, however,
underestimates the differences between reputation, glory, and celebrity.
Glory is essentially posthumous (even if it may be sought after), and
concerns posterity, whereas celebrity is based on the contemporaneous-
ness of a person and an audience. Celebrity is not commemorative;
instead, it espouses the rapid rhythm of current events. Whereas glory
designates a community’s admiration for an individual considered to be
exemplary, a dead hero who incarnates certain intellectual, physical, or
moral virtues, the source of celebrity is quite different: it is the curiosity
elicited among contemporaries by a singular personality. This curiosity
is not always admiring and rarely unanimous: there are celebrated crimi-
nals and scandalous or controversial celebrities.

At the other end of the spectrum, despite appearances, celebrity is not
simply an extended reputation. By enlarging to the extreme the circles
of recognition, the mechanisms of publicity open onto a specific reality.
First of all, celebrity becomes autonomous with regard to the criteria
that govern reputations. When a writer, an actor, or a criminal becomes
celebrated, the curiosity they elicit is no longer evaluated by a standard of
criteria specific to their original activity. They have become public figures
who are no longer judged solely with respect to their competencies, but
rather with respect to their ability to capture and maintain curiosity on
the part of the audience. This explains the salient characteristic of the
culture of celebrity: it levels out the status of those who have come from
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