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FORMATION

OF FAME

Mark Jarzombek

MORALISTS PROTEST THAT FAME IS A FALSE GLORIFI-
CATION OF THE INDIVIDUAL; LEFTISTS ARGUE THATIT
IS THE REIFIED PRODUCT OF A CAPITALIST MACHIN-
ERY, THE RESULT OF “AN AUTONOMOUS EGO ORGANI-
ZATION,” TO USE A PHRASE FROM JURGEN HABERMAS;
PSYCHOANALYSTS HOLD THAT PERSONAL HUNGER FOR
FAME DERIVES FROM FEELINGS OF INADEQUACY,; AND
CULTURAL CRITICS SEE IN FAME NOTHING MORE THAN
THE REFLECTION OF A DEBASED POPULAR TASTE.

nd yet, fame’s irrepressible force is not

without its own philosophical import.
It provokes Being into historical presence
and breaks through the silences that are
imposed from above or frem below, seek-
ing out first the agora, then the printing
press, the radio, the television, or whatever
aggrandizing means are available to ander-
mine the protocols of authenticity. If Hei-
degger hoped that language could emerge
through the tender and slow cultivation of
Being, fame itself breaks down that process
and celebrates the remoteness of Ich bin from
its presumptive ancestral moorings. Fame is
clearly not the friend of purity, or Ordnung,
but of messy reality. Not everyeone is cut out
for fame, not everyone hungers for it, and not
everyone survives its impact; fame creates
and destroys, builds up and tears down, and
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Fig. 1 The Triumph of Fame giovanni di Ser Giovanni, ca. 1449

and when pomposa was the ritual processio
before state-sponsored theatrical perfo
manees in which the chair for Rome’s rule

derives from this dynamic its superiority over coneciousness. Fame had a double tempo-

that which claims only to create or, alas, only
to destroy. It operates in an asymmetrical
relationship to the categories of social fune-
tioning, continually forcing soctety 10 adjust
its expectations as to what is or is not real.
The space of fame is a constant flux of oppo-
sites yielding a paradoxical standoff bhetween
inner and outer realities, between the singu-
lar and the multiple, and between the private

ral dimension, one in the here and now and

one in the past, with the language of fame
overlapping with the language of its history. was ceremoniously brought into the th
ater and placed on the stage. But if the la

guage of fame prospered during the days o

It is in this doubling and simultaneous split-
ting of time that we see the first glimpse of
the structure of modern fame.

Though a statue of the goddess Pheme more cynical view, with Virgil in his Aeneas
describing Fame as a terrible female mo
ster covered in feathers, spreading falsitie
through the land.! In the Middie Ages, the
logians elaborating on the Virgilian them
emphasized divine glery over earthly am

the Roman republic, imperiat rule brought

had been erected in the Athenian agora, the
complex set of civic and poiitical meanings
associated with fame developed in the days
of the Roman republic when the word ambi-
tus (the root of “ambition”) meant “walking
around” to collect votes; when infamis was a tion and the metaphysicai over the tempors
Fame was for the foolish, hearty, or immors

In Chaucer’s House of Fame (1383-84), t
goddess Fameis depicted as ambivalent an
frightening, her house built on the slippe

and the public.

The history of fame’s modernity begins
not with us, however, but with the Renais-
gsance, when the language of fame was
restored to the discourses of political repre-
sentation. Franceso Petrarch’s De viris illus-
tribus {On Famous Men), written in 1347,
was a watershed in that respect, restoring
hundreds of figures of the past to cultural

legal term connoting loss of citizenship due
to condemnations in criminal or civil cases;
when celebritas (from celebris, meaning
“numerous”) referred to the number of times
the name of a famous person was spoken; foundations of an icy precipice.®



In the time of Petrarch, the metaphysical
presumptions that for centuries had demoted
fame were offset by the power of a new histor-
ical consciousness requiring the achieve-
ments of the hero to measure up not only to
the standards of his time but also to the stan-
dards of Latin antiquity. Petrarch, seeing this
as anopportunity to critique the polities of his
day, refused to meet the request of Charles IV
to dedicate his De viris illustribus to the
emperor until Charles had, in Petrarch’s eyes,
performed some action worthy of comparison
with the great Latin heroes celebrated in his
book. But if Petrarch was unwilling to bend
his pen to the desires of the ruler, thereby
transforming fame from a philosophical
negative into a weighty ethical force, later
humanists were only too eager to accommo-
date patronal desires. Fame soon became the
birthright of the highborn who could buy it
along with a veneer of humanism;® fame
became what we might call a floating signi-
fier. Initially stabilized by its association with
history, fame was soon exploited by human-
ists, resulting in a mutually rewarding, Syco-
phantic relationship between humanist and
aristocrat that was tolast for centuries.

This is nowhere better demonstrated
than with the commemorative tray painted
by Giovanni di Ser Giovanni, the younger
brother of Massaceio who was commissioned
to paint the tray in celebration of the bhirth
of Lorenzo de Medici. The tray was treasured
by Lorenzo, who kept it in his private quarters
long after he had become Lorenzo the Magnifi-
cent (Fig. 1). It depicts knights extending their
hands in allegiance to the allegorical figure of
Fame, who stands poised on a large ball, from
the sides of which winged trumpets emerge
sounding her triumph. Though the goddess
seems precariously positioned, the symmetry
of the composition indicates her stability and
mastery. The figure of Fame is no medieval
monster but an agile and lithe maiden clearly
in command of the movements of the ball.
This goddess of success, operating under the
protection of humanism's epistermnological
prerogatives, became the prototype from the
fifteenth century onward for all actual and

aspiring royalties, princes, and commanderg
eager for historical legitimacy.

There was, however, another track along
which we see the first traces of the language
of modern fame emerge. Beginning in the
late Middle Ages and in the Renaissance,
Giovanni Pisano, Filippo Brunelleschi, ang
later Michelangelo were truly famous in their
own lifetimes. Pisano was given privileges
by the citizens of Pisa far above his station in
society, and Brunelleschi was accorded the
rare honor of being buried in the Cathedral of
Florence, the sanctified ground reserved for
the tombs of the great military leaders of the
city. Their fame was not tied to moral imper-
atives or Roman precursors but derived
just as much from their own skill as from
their capacity to expioit it. Brunelleschi, in a
particularly ingenious display of command,
organized an elaborate stunt—involving
dozens of people, including prison wardens
and judges—in which a trusted workman
was falsely imprisoned, “released,” and then
led to believe that he was in actuality some-
one else thus enacting & brilliant psycho-
logical farce. Just as Brunelleschi could play
with the force of gravity to make bricks and
stones seem to float in air, he could play with
the laws of social custom to make a man dis-
appear and reappear. If it was the first enter-
prise by which he earned his fame, it was the
second by which he demonstrated it,

The rise of the culture of farne piqued the
interest of the leading Renaissance theorist,
Leon Battista Alberti, who because of his cen-
tral role in the classical revival might have
sympathized with Petrarch’s conservatism.
Instead, he not only accepted artisanal fame
but was the first to describe it. In a much-over-
looked passage in Chapter Ten of Book Nine
of De re aedificatoria, he allows the architect
to savor up front just “how much applause,
profit, favor, and fame™ he will gain from the
successful execution of his work.® But arti-
sanal fame, not being stabilized by historical
models, was far from secure. This was, after
ali, before the days of legal contracts. Alberti
warned the aspiring architect that if he “goes
about anything ignorantiy, unadvisedly or






