
  civilization & its disk contents              by martin zamyatin                    
   

The X Factory 
Whom the Gods would destroy, 

They first make famous. 
After Longfellow

T  HE LAST TIME SOME OBSESSIVELY 
curious person counted, there were roughly 
400, 000 Elvis Presley impersonators in the 
world, quite a few of them women.
   To spawn that many actual clones, ‘Elvis 
the Pelvis’ would have had to produce them 
at a rate of more than one per hour for the 
entire span of his tragically short lifetime. 
(A Hunka Hunka Burning Love, indeed.)
   Ever since pop art icon Andy Warhol 
quipped “In the future, everyone will be 
famous for 15 minutes,” fame has been 
proliferating in incidence almost as fast as 
it’s been multiplying in value. (Actually, 
Warhol stole the remark from the late 
photographer Nathan Finkelstein—who 
sadly, wasn’t famous even for 15 minutes.)                     

                       Time Swallows Beauty, Janda Zdenek  

   Celebrity culture is as old as humanity 
(even chimpanzees follow a charismatic 
alpha male) and the gods of ancient Greece 
and Rome once played the role that Presley, 
Prince, and Princess Diana do today.
   The term ‘celebrity,’ however, only came 
into use in the18th century, and the title of 
‘first modern celebrity’ is hotly debated—
with candidates ranging from Lord Byron to 
The Beatles, and from Liszt to Lindbergh.
   George Gordon Byron gained fame almost 
overnight in 1812, after publishing a wildly 
popular poem based on his own life. Known 
for his handsome features, fierce intellect, 
and scandalous love affairs, the literary hero 
was mobbed in the street by young women. 
   And long before Beatlemania there was 
‘Liszt Fever.’ The fan frenzy that followed 
the talented pianist and composer Franz 
Liszt in the 1840s was so intense that it was 
the subject of numerous medical studies. 



   A similar mania surrounded the ‘Swedish 
Nightingale,’ Jenny Lind, brought to the U.S. 
in 1850 by master showman P.T. Barnum.
  Also at the top of many historian’s lists is 
the flamboyant Oscar Wilde, surpassed in 
his literary creativity in the 1890s only by 
his careful self-curation of his own image. 
  The person most often cited as the first 
celebrity of the modern era, however, is the 
incomparable Sarah Bernhardt. Bernhardt 
combined in one extraordinary personage 
the sexual magnetism of Byron, the other-
worldly talent of Liszt, the showmanship of 
Lind’s promoter, P.T. Barnum, and the 
flamboyance and image-building skills of 
Wilde. In essence, she wrote the playbook 
for everyone who came after her.
   Bernhardt had the good fortune not only 
to be born in Paris—the theatre capital of 
the world—but to have the opportunity to 
embrace multiple new forms of media just 
as they were becoming popular, including 
mass-circulation newspapers, photography, 
sound recordings, and silent film. 
   No mere product of celebrity culture, 
Bernhardt helped define it, having a keen 
understanding of media and becoming her 
own publicist at the height of her fame in 
the 1880s, playing the role of Cleopatra and 
other women as strong-willed as herself.
   The theatrical culture of the 19th century 
gave way to the first truly global film, radio, 
and TV celebrities in the early 20th century, 
but the Hollywood studio system which 
emerged around 1914 shifted the balance of 
power away from the actors and audience 
and concentrated it in hands of studio heads.
   Meanwhile, promotion shifted from being  
merely a supportive function to becoming 
central to the star-making enterprise itself, 
ultimately capable of granting fame even to 
actors and musicians of mediocre talent.

   In today’s era of ubiquitous social media 
personalities and ‘influencers,’ anyone can 
be—in Daniel Boorstin’s (famous) words— 
“famous for being famous,” and celebrities 
like Reagan and Trump have even ridden their 
notoriety into the nation’s highest office.
  That said, fame ain’t what it used to be.
Our obsession with celebrity now fuels a $3 
billion industry of tabloids, gossip columns, 
reality TV and other marketing vehicles.    
   Celebrities are now a commodity, created 
and marketed 24/7 with an efficiency the 
ancient gods could only envy, and like any 
commodity, are cast aside as soon as a fickle 
public grows tired of them. Any that manage 
to last long enough seem destined to be torn 
down as ruthlessly as they were built up, 
victims of the merest hint of scandal.
  Most of the stars cited here paid a high 
price for their fame: Warhol was shot by a 
radical feminist, Prince died from a drug 
overdose, Diana was killed in a paparazzi-
induced car chase, Byron fell victim to a 
celebrity-inspired effort to help liberate 
Greece, Beatle John Lennon was murdered 
by a crazed fan, Lindbergh’s infant son was 
kidnapped and murdered, Wilde’s fatal 
illness was aggravated by an injury received 
while jailed for a sex scandal, and Reagan 
barely escaped an assassination attempt. 
   So many rock icons and movie stars have 
been the victims of suicide that some have 
jokingly suggested a new Academy Award 
category: ‘Managed Not To Kill Himself.’
   Elvis, of course, may be the most famous 
victim of all of early success. Reduced in 
his later years to a drug-addled, obese 
caricature of his former self, he died an 
ignoble and sadly premature death at age 42, 
while installed atop his bathroom ‘throne.’ 
   It was, one might say, an epic fall from 
Graceland. ◾


