
MSCR 3438 
Celebrity Culture 

Syllabus 
 
Northeastern University, Fall Semester, 2015 
Mondays & Thursdays, 11:45–1:25 PM, YMCA 204. 
 
Contact Information 
Nathan Blake, n.blake@neu.edu, 617.373.6599 
Mailbox: Media and Screen Studies, 114 Holmes Hall 
Office: 123 Holmes Hall 
Hours: Wednesdays, 12:00–2:00; Thursdays, 9:00–11:00 
 
Course Description 
This course explores celebrity, stardom, fame, and self-branding as it is produced, circulated, and 
consumed. In examining the increasingly self-aware culture associated with celebrity, mass media, and 
Web 2.0, we will discuss the ways in which celebrity is conceived, constructed, performed, and 
discussed, as well as how it shapes notions of identity, and has reconfigured concepts of work, class, 
consumption, intimacy, authenticity, and the “American dream.” A critical analysis of celebrity 
encompasses many aspects of culture, and we will draw connections between celebrity and a number of 
issues including: the erosion of privacy; fantasies of social mobility; notions of health, beauty, and 
success; and the ways in which individuals become commodities.  

With an emphasis on media’s relationship to celebrity, we cover a broad range of topics and modes 
of analysis. We will conduct a brief history of celebrity culture, from the heroes of the pre-cinematic era 
and the cultivation of the larger-than-life Hollywood star, to the intimate television personality and the 
even more personal social media micro-celebrity. We will discuss the ways in which celebrity exceeds 
the boundaries of a given text—for example, how the viewer’s insights into a particular movie star may 
shape her interpretation or enjoyment of the film. We will examine how celebrity informs many aspects 
of the public sphere, including politics, journalism, and discourses on race and cultural identity. As 
celebrity culture commonly entails looking at and judging famous bodies, we will consider how celebrity 
culture contributes to body image and to the perceived rise in narcissism. We will analyze the ways in 
which social media such as Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram foster new relationships between celebrities 
and fans, and blur the boundaries between production and consumption. We will consider the social 
and cultural roles of gossip and scandal, as they often provide focal points around which cultures 
establish behavioral norms. Celebrity is also a “product” that is produced, regulated, and monetized; as 
such, we will address the ways in which people as images are owned and circulated in “the celebrity 
industry.”  

Given that celebrity culture significantly outpaces academic publishing, many of the case studies in 
the assigned reading may seem outdated. But most of the issues raised in these texts remain relevant 
today, and you may find, for example, revealing points of similarity or difference in the rhetoric of health, 
beauty, and fitness as presented by Jane Fonda in the 1980s as compared to the contemporary 
counterparts of Gwyneth Paltrow or Jessica Alba. This temporal distance may also enable us to examine 
contemporary issues with a productive critical distance on the culture in which we are immersed. While 
each class is dedicated to a rigorous examination of the assigned text, we will regularly discuss examples 
from—and issues of—the current day, and you are encouraged to draw connections to many eras and 
aspects of celebrity culture, both in class and in your writing.    
 
Required Texts 
• The Celebrity Culture Reader, edited by P. David Marshall. New York and London: Routledge, 2006. 
• A Course Packet of PDFs is available on the course site at blackboard.neu.edu. Please contact me if 

you have difficulties accessing or reading any of the texts. Listed as (CP). 
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Supplemental/Suggested Texts 
The Course Schedule includes a number of supplemental texts that can be found in The Celebrity Culture 
Reader or in the PDF course packet. While these are not required readings, I strongly encourage you to 
study those in line with your area/s of interest, and A-range papers generally reference both required and 
supplemental texts.  
 
Course Requirements 
15% Attendance / Participation  
15% In-Class Discussions and Writing on Assigned Texts (3% each) 
15% First Paper (4 to 5 pages), due 11:45 AM, October 8 
20% Second Paper (4 to 5 pages), due 11:45 AM, November 12 
5%  Final Paper Statement, due 11:45 AM, November 23 
30% Final Paper (10 to 12 pages), due via email 5:00 PM, December 16 
 
Attendance and Participation 
Regular attendance is essential, and is taken every class. You are allowed three absences. Each 
additional absence will reduce your final grade by three percentage points. For example, if you miss five 
classes, your highest possible grade in the course is a 94%. You will not receive credit for the course if 
you miss six or more classes. If you are sick, injured, or have a personal emergency or some other 
obligation, please contact me before class. I’ll be happy to fill you in on material covered in class, and I 
recommend that you view the film on your own.  

Arriving on time is also essential. If you are late more than four times, each additional time you are 
late reduces your total grade by 1%. For example, if you are late for a total of seven classes, your highest 
possible grade in the course is a 97%. An absence is the equivalent of a late in this regard (that is, you 
are not allowed three absences and four lates—that would count as late for seven classes) 
 You are expected to come prepared, having read that day’s assignments, and ready to contribute to 
the discussion. Sleeping, texting, etc. in class will adversely affect your grade. Speaking with me before 
or after class, or emailing comments or observations, will also contribute to your course participation.  
  
Make-up Assignment for Attendance 
If you are unable to attend a class but would like to receive credit, you have the opportunity to make up 
for one absence by writing a two-page commentary on the texts assigned for that class. The commentary 
should highlight the central argument/s of the text/s, discuss relevant quotations or examples used, and 
apply these to other issues or events in celebrity culture. If you should miss a class in which an in-class 
writing assignment is given (see below), note that the highest three (out of an approximate five) are 
used—so missing one will not significantly affect your grade. However, you are welcome to write an 
extended (three-page) commentary on texts of the previous two weeks for credit. 
 
In-Class Writing on Assigned Texts 
Approximately five times throughout the semester, you are to write a brief synthesis of texts assigned over 
the past two weeks. These are to assure that you have been reading consistently and that you understand 
the key concepts of individual texts, as well as how they relate to each other and contribute the films and 
topics. These will take about 15 minutes of in-class time. You will have a several questions to choose 
from, and these are open notebook assignments—you can use any notes, including the provided lecture 
notes, as well as a printed copy of the text, but you cannot use an electronic device. Each response 
contributes 3% of the total grade (for a total of 9%), and is evaluated on a “check (90%), check-plus 
(100%), check-minus (75%), and incomplete (0%)” scale. The highest three are counted toward the final 
grade.  
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In-Class Discussion on Assigned Texts 
You are expected to lead the discussion on the assigned readings for two classes over the semester. In the 
second week, I will ask you to designate your preferred classes/readings/topics so that I can accompany 
students as much as possible. You will then be notified of the two classes in which you are to spend 
approximately 10 to 15 minutes addressing the texts assigned for that class. This entails: 1. presenting the 
central argument and claims of the author, 2. drawing connections to other texts or examples, and 3. 
providing questions for the class that may foster a rich discussion on that text and related issues. Each 
presentation contributes 3% of the total grade (for a total of 6%), and is evaluated on a “check (90%), 
check-plus (100%), check-minus (75%), and incomplete (0%, if you are absent or otherwise unable to 
present)” scale. 
 
Papers 
The first two papers (4 to 5 pages each) will be on topics discussed up until that point in the class. You 
will have three or four recommended topics to choose from, approximately two weeks before the paper 
is due. You may also propose an alternative topic, but it must address at least two of the course readings 
and be approved at least a week before it is due.  
 The final paper topic is of your own choosing, and must combine course readings with additional 
research. To help with this process, you are to write a 2-page (400 to 600 word) final paper thesis 
statement outlining your topic, method, and supporting texts, as well as two one-page summaries of two 
texts you will incorporate in your argument. Once you have an approved thesis statement, you will use 
this to structure your final (10 to 12 page) paper. You are free to change directions as you progress.  
 We will discuss final paper topics—as well as the appropriate scope and structure of such 
assignments—several times throughout the course, and I am happy to review drafts.  
 Final papers are to be emailed as Microsoft Word (.doc or .docx) or PDF documents. I will email a 
confirmation within 24 hours that I received a legible copy.  
 
Paper Format 
Most academic journals of film, media, and culture adhere to The Chicago Manual of Style or the MLA 
Handbook. While the MLA or APA Style is acceptable for papers in this class, I will provide a brief 
citation and style handout based on the 16th Edition of the Chicago Manual before the first paper is due. 
All papers should be double spaced, 11- to 12-point font, with 1-inch margins. Footnotes, endnotes, or 
in-text citations are acceptable. Papers must include a complete bibliography.  
 
Late Assignments 
Late papers will be marked down 5% per day. For example, an A- (93%) that is two days late becomes a 
B- (83%). Students unable to attend a class in which assignments are handed in should email a copy to 
me by 11:45 AM of the due day. You can email me late assignments. In order to register final grades, I 
must receive all late work by 5:00 pm, Friday December 18.  
 
Course Grades 
Course grades are based on a 100-point scale. There is no curve. Final grades are determined by 
performance in each area stated above and explained below.  
 A-range (90–100) grades are reserved for students who truly excel, and surpass the expectations of 
the assignment. A-range papers complete all of the required criteria and include additional relevant 
research that supports a cogent and original argument. There are no irrelevant or redundant sentences or 
paragraphs; the prose is strong; and the format is flawless. Such papers not only demonstrate a mastery of 
the concepts addressed in the course, but also present the student’s unique insights in the best light.  
 B-range (80–89) grades are earned by students who do above-average work, clearly achieving the 
goals of the assignment in a thorough, solid fashion. B-range papers complete all of the required criteria 
and include additional relevant research. While there is a clear and compelling thesis, the paper’s 
structure does not always provide support; some examples or sources lead into other topics. Such papers 



 4 

demonstrate a clear understanding of the key issues addressed in the course, but could go further in the 
presentation of the student’s own insights.  
 C-range (70–79) grades are earned by students who satisfactorily meet the expectations of the 
assignment in an adequate fashion. C-range papers lack a specific or clearly articulated thesis. The 
sources and examples used in the paper relate only generally to the topic at hand. The structure of the 
paper is barely discernible; it consists of a string of interesting scenes, insights, and quotations; the 
connections are tenuous. A paper with irrelevant or distracting tangents is particularly problematic with 
short papers, as there is limited space to support your argument. In addition to some historical or 
analytical inaccuracies, there may be errors in format or citation.  
 D-range (60–69) grades are given to students who do not satisfactorily meet the expectations of the 
assignment. D-range papers lack an argument and show little understanding of the topic. They do not 
utilize outside research, or rely on websites like Wikipedia for support—which may be fine for 
preliminary research, but are generally not reliable and should not be used for academic papers.  
 F-grades (0–59) are given to students who do not attend class regularly; who fail to meet the 
expectations of an assignment; and/or who fail to complete any of the assigned work for the course. A 
failing grade will automatically be assigned to any student who violates the academic integrity policy of 
the University. 
 
Academic Integrity 
Academic dishonesty will be treated as an extremely serious matter, and can result in expulsion. At a 
minimum, and without exception, any assignment that has been plagiarized will receive a zero, and 
there is no opportunity to resubmit the assignment. In many cases, this may result in a failing grade for 
the course. Acts of academic dishonesty will also be referred to the to the OSCCR (Office of Student 
Conduct and Conflict Resolution). Any occurrence of plagiarism will be brought to the attention of the 
student’s Department Chair. 

It is never permissible to turn in any work that has been copied from another student or copied from 
a source (including Internet) without properly acknowledging the source. It is the student’s responsibility 
to make sure that all work meets the standard of academic honesty set forth by the university. If in doubt, 
it is much better to over-cite any text from which you derive ideas. I will be happy to discuss the rules 
and norms of academic writing any time throughout the course. Please read Northeastern University’s 
Academic Integrity Policy at http://www.northeastern.edu/osccr/academicintegrity/. 
 
Special Needs / Additional Assistance 
Students with special needs as addressed by the Americans with Disabilities Act who need reasonable 
modifications, special assistance, or accommodations in this course should promptly direct their request 
to the Disability Resource Center (20 Dodge Hall, 617-373-2675). For additional information, please visit 
http://www.northeastern.edu/drc/. 
 I strongly recommend that all students utilize the Writing Center (at 412 Holmes Hall and 136 Snell 
Library). Visit http://www.northeastern.edu/english/writing-center/, or call 617-373-4549. 
 If you have any issues that may affect your ability to write effectively, attend or follow lectures or 
discussions, or meet deadlines, please let me know early in the semester so that we can accommodate 
you. All discussions are confidential.  
 
Classroom Conduct 
Students are expected to adhere to Northeastern University’s Code of Student Conduct, to join the 
discourse of the academy with honesty of voice and integrity of scholarship, and to show respect for staff, 
professors, and other students. Disruptive behavior that is persistent or significantly interferes with 
classroom activities may be subject to disciplinary action.  
• Cell phones—as well as iPods or other electronic devices—are to be turned off and put away for 

class.  
• Laptops should also be turned off and put away for class. There are several reasons for this:  
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a. You won’t need them. You are not expected to take extensive notes, and there are no exams 
based on lectures; much of the class is an open discussion; all clips and films will be 
projected for the class—if there is something relevant you would like to see, let me know 
and we’ll look it up.  

b. It is distracting for the professor or student who is talking. It is difficult to know if you are 
following the conversation, and it is easy to assume that your interest lies elsewhere.  

c. It is distracting for you! While you might believe that you are the exception, there have been 
many studies that clearly state that multitasking is a myth.  

• If you absolutely need to make a call or send an email, please step outside the classroom. 
• Students who violate the no-screen policy will have their final grade reduced by 1% for each 

violation. This goes for the lecture, discussion, and screening sections of the class alike. I may not 
say anything in class, but often notice nonetheless. If the issue is persistent, I will send an email. 

• Please refrain from talking during the films, or from otherwise distracting your classmates. If you 
need to slip out during class, please do so quietly, and shut the door behind you.  

• If you need to leave class early, let me know at the beginning of class. 
• Drinks should be in closed containers and food (which may be consumed during screenings) should 

be small, unobtrusive, and not messy: powerbars, trail mix, or other small snacks are fine; french 
fries, pizzas, and the like are not.  

 
Email and Course Website 
I will occasionally communicate with the entire class through your email linked to the blackboard site, so 
it is essential that you regularly check this or forward your Husky account to your preferred address.  
 The course is posted as MSCR 3438: Celebrity Culture on blackboard.neu.edu. Please refer to the 
site regularly. It includes the course packet readings, all course handouts, deadline reminders, and links 
to websites and videos. 
 
Possible Changes to the Syllabus 
While the class schedule and framework is relatively set, course texts and film clips may be subject to 
change, depending on the direction of class conversations. You will be notified in writing well before 
hand of any significant changes, such as additional required reading.  
 
Evaluations 
You are expected to fill out the online course evaluations known as TRACE (Teacher Rating and Course 
Evaluation) at the end of the semester. I value your feedback, and this is very helpful for the program and 
the university. Written responses that are specific and include examples are particularly welcome.  
 
 

  



MSCR 3438: Celebrity Culture 
Course Schedule 

Mondays and Thursdays, 11:45–1:25 
 
Class 1: Introduction to Celebrity Culture, Thursday, September 10 
Reading: Moya Luckett, “Toxic: The Implosion of Britney Spears’s Star Image,” 39–41. (CP) 

Screening:  South Park, “Britney’s New Look,” Season 12, Episode 2 (Trey Parker, March 19, 2008).  
 

Week 2: The History of Celebrity 1 
Class 2: The Modern Celebrity, Monday, September 14 
Reading: P. David Marshall, Introduction to The Celebrity Culture Reader, 1–15.  

Daniel J. Boorstin, “From Hero to Celebrity,” 72–90. 
    
Class 3: A Star is Born: The Construction of the Movie Star, Thursday, September 17 
Reading: Richard de Cordova, “The Discourse on Acting,” 91–107.   

Suggested: Ty Burr, “The Star is Born: From Edison’s Blobs to Florence Lawrence,” 3–22. (CP) 
 

Week 3: The History of Celebrity 2  
Class 4: Stars as Images, Monday, September 21 
Reading: Richard Dyer, “Stars as Images,” 153–76. 
   Richard Dyer, “Resistance through Charisma: Rita Hayworth and Gilda,” 115–22. (CP) 

James Kincaid, “Hannah Montana’s Bare, Unprotected Back: Miley Cyrus’s Vanity Fair  
Outing,” 5–6. (CP) 

Suggested: Richard Dyer, Introduction to Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society, 1–16. (CP) 
 
Class 5: The Social Phenomenon of Stars, Thursday, September 24 
Reading: Francesco Alberoni, “The Powerless ‘Elite’: Theory and Sociological Research on the Phenomenon of 

Stars,” 108–23. 
 

Week 4: Textual & Extratextual Readings of Celebrity 1 
Class 6: Television Personalities, Monday, September 28 
Reading: P. David Marshall, Introduction to Part Two, 179–80. 

John Langer, “Television’s ‘Personality System,’” 181–95. 
Michael DeAngelis, “Tom Cruise, the ‘Couch Incident,’ and the Limits of Public Elation,” 42–43. (CP) 

Suggested: James Bennett and Su Holmes, “The ‘Place’ of Television in Celebrity Studies,” 65–80. (CP) 
 
Class 7: The Popular Music Celebrity, Thursday, October 1 
Reading: P. David Marshall, “The Meanings of the Popular Music Celebrity,” 196–222. 

Suggested: P. David Marshall, “The Celebrity Legacy of the Beatles,” 501–09. 
 

Week 5: Textual & Extratextual Readings of Celebrity 2 
Class 8: Feminine Fascinations, Monday, October 5 
Reading: Jackie Stacey, “Feminine Fascinations: A Question of Identification?” 252–85. 
   Diane Negra, “Brangelina: The Fertile Valley of Celebrity,” 60–61. (CP) 
 
Class 9: “Celebrity” as Trash & Camp, Thursday, October 8 

First Paper Due 

Reading: Joke Hermes, “Reading Gossip Magazines,” 291–310. 
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Week 6: Celebrity & the Public Sphere 1  
No Class: Columbus Day, Monday, October 12 
 
Class 10: Celebrity, Politics, & Journalism, Thursday, October 15  
Reading: P. David Marshall, “Intimately Intertwined in the Most Public Way: Celebrity and Journalism,” 

315–23. 
   John Street, “The Celebrity Politician: Political Style and Popular Culture,” 359–70. 

Suggested: Sean Redmond, “Avatar Obama in the Age of Liquid Celebrity,” 81–95. (CP) 
   A. Freya Thimsen, “Populist Celebrity in the Election Campaigns of Jesse Ventura and Arnold 

Schwarzenegger,” 44–57. (CP) 
 

Week 7: Celebrity & the Public Sphere 2 
Class 11: Sports Icons & Spectacles of Race, Monday, October 19 
Reading:  C.L. Cole and David L. Andrews, “America’s New Son: Tiger Woods and America’s 

Multiculturalism,” 345–58. 
   Ellis Cashmore, “Buying Beyoncé,” 135–50. (CP) 

Suggested: Douglas Kellner, “The Sports Spectacle, Michael Jordan, and Nike,” 63–92. (CP) 
   Mary Beltrán, “The Hollywood Latina Body as Site of Social Struggle: Media Constructions of Stardom 

and Jennifer Lopez’s ‘Cross-over Butt,’” 71–86. (CP) 
 
Class 12: Celebrity Authors, Thursday, October 22 
Reading: Joe Moran, “The Reign of Hype: The Contemporary Star System,” 324–44. 
 

Week 8: Celebrity, Body Image, & Narcissism  
Class 13: Beauty Culture & Industry, Monday, October 26 
Reading: Elizabeth Arveda Kissing, “I Don't Have a Great Body, but I Play One on TV: The Celebrity Guide to 

Fitness and Weight Loss in the United States,” 551–56. 
   Kathy Davis, “Beauty and the Female Body,“ 557–80. 

Suggested: Emily Fox-Kales, “Celebrity Bodies,” 35–51. (CP) 
   Kristy Fairclough, “Nothing Less than Perfect: Female Celebrity, Ageing and Hyper-Scrutiny in the 

Gossip Industry,” 90–103. (CP) 
 
Class 14: Reality Television & Branded Bodies, Thursday, October 29 
Reading: Jean Baudrillard, “The Finest Consumer Object: The Body,” 277–82. (CP) 
   Alison Hearn, “‘John, a 20-Year-Old Boston Native with a Great Sense of Humor’: On the  

Spectacularization of the ‘Self’ and the Incorporation of Identity in the Age of Reality Television,” 
618–33. 
 

Week 9: Celebrity & Digital/Social Media 1  
Class 15: Celebrity & Presentational/Participatory Media, Monday, November 2 
Reading: P. David Marshall, “New Media–New Self: The Changing Power of Celebrity,” 634–43. 
   Minette Hillyer, “Underexposed Overexposure: One Night in Paris,” 20–21. (CP) 

Suggested: P. David Marshall, “The Promotion and Presentation of the Self: Celebrity as Marker of Presentational 
Media,” 35–48. (CP) 

 
Class 16: Twitter Celebrity, Thursday, November 5 
Reading: Alice E. Marwick and danah boyd, “To See and Be Seen: Celebrity Practice on Twitter,” 139–58. (CP) 
   Noam Cohen, “When Stars Twitter, a Ghost May Be Lurking,” The New York Times. (CP) 
   Anne Helen Petersen, “‘We’re Making Our Own Paparazzi’: Twitter and the Construction of Star 

Authenticity,” flowtv.org. (CP) 
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Suggested: Alice E. Marwick and danah boyd, “I Tweet Honestly, I Tweet Passionately: Twitter Users, Content 
Collapse, and the Imagined Audience,” 114–33. (CP) 

 
Week 10: Celebrity & Digital/Social Media 2 

Class 17: Social Media & Subculture Celebrity, Monday, November 9 
Reading:  Elizabeth Ellcessor, “Tweeting @feliciaday: Online Social Media, Convergence, and Subcultural 

Stardom,” 46–66. (CP) 

Suggested: Melissa A. Click, Hyunji Lee, and Holly Willson Holladay, “Making Monsters: Lady Gaga, Fan 
Identification, and Social Media,” 360–79. (CP) 

Jamie Sexton, “Chloë Sevigny, Alternative Stardom and Image Management,” 73–89. (CP) 
 
Class 18: Instafame, Thursday, November 12 

Second Paper Due 

Reading:  Alice E. Marwick, “Instafame: Luxury Selfies in the Attention Economy,” 137–60. (CP) 
 

Week 11: Celebrity Gossip & Scandal 
Class 19: Tabloid Gossip, Monday, November 16  
Reading: Graeme Turner, “Celebrity, the Tabloid and the Democratic Public Sphere,” 487–500. 

Julie A. Wilson, “Star Testing: The Emerging Politics of Celebrity Gossip,” 25–38. (CP)  
 

Class 20: “Freaks” & Scandals, Thursday, November 19 
Reading: Stephen Hinerman, “(Don’t) Leave Me Alone: Tabloid Narrative and the Michael Jackson Child-Abuse 

Scandal,” 454–69. 
   Racquel J. Gates, “Reclaiming the Freak: Michael Jackson and the Spectacle of Identity,” 3–4. (CP) 
 

Week 12: The Celebrity Industry 1 
Class 21: Celebrity Image & the Right of Publicity, Monday, November 23 

Final Paper Statement Due 
Reading: Kembrew McLeod, “The Private Ownership of People,” 649–65. 

 
Thanksgiving Break 

 
Week 13: The Celebrity Industry 2 & Presentations 

Class 22: Celebrity Authorship & Fan Appropriation, Monday, November 30 
Reading: Rosemary Coombe, “Author(iz)ing the Celebrity: Engendering Alternative Identities,” 721–69. 
 
Class 23: Presentations, Thursday, December 3 
 

Week 14: Presentations  
Class 24: Presentations, Monday, December 7 
 
 

Final Essays Due: Wednesday, December 16, 5:00 PM. (email to n.blake@neu.edu) 

 
 
 
 
 


