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An exuberant Fame-style shout out to the Fame fans (including Michael Nile), who continue to celebrate the magic of this phenomenon. In particular, I feel blessed to have had access to www.kidsfromfamemedia.blogspot.com (run by Mark Perkins), www.fameforever.com (by Pamela Rosensteel), and Larry Van Cassele’s YouTube and his rememberFAME Instagram. These sites and other social media channels have been a tremendous resource for this book and for all fans.


And a big thank you to three wonderful, first class experts I’m blessed to have in my professional life: my transcriber Sy Scholfield, proofreader/editor Nan Geary, and cover and layout designer Sara Fisk.


Lastly, I am forever grateful to have the love and support of Mario Trevino. I wear many hats but being husband to him as we walk together through life is the one I cherish most. Love began with you.
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This fundraising book – a love letter – celebrates the exuberance, the joy and the energy of a worldwide phenomenon.


Drawing from a number of interviews, articles and Q&As, my intention is to pay tribute to the creative talents of those who took part in the film, series and musical, and to those who continue to be part of the Fame tribe (affectionately known online as the Fameily) via productions, reruns and reunions.


We all need inspiration at pivotal moments to help us navigate our life path. Fame has often provided that to its fans, and mirrored the ‘inner voice’ we all have – the one that knows that we must dare to dream, follow our bliss, work hard, have integrity and pursue a life that is well and fully lived.


Fame remains a glorious, stellar celebration of creativity. Its numerous film, television and stage stars have clustered to form a luminous constellation in the entertainment firmament.


Perhaps one day, a full tribute will be written – by someone! – but until then, I hope you enjoy what I have assembled.
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The purpose of life is to discover your gift.
The work of life is to develop it.
The meaning of life is to give your gift away.
- David Viscott


The secret to Fame, its magic and its ongoing appeal? Perhaps the answer lies in the secret to life itself: Finding our unique gifts and having the courage to honour them; crafting the person we were born to be; celebrating life and each other; acknowledging and mentoring the talents of others; being grateful for the time we have on this planet; finding meaning in the events that happen on our journey – and using that discovery to explore further our calling.


The secret to Fame isn’t the pursuit of fame itself, it is the channelling of intention and talent into a project or production – it’s the hard work, the training, the discipline that go into any creative endeavour, any labour of love. Rather than an embodiment of a fame-at-all-costs ambition, the film, series and musical celebrate the unbridled expression of the creative spark in us all, as well as the importance of spotlighting and tapping into this creative centre.


The secret to Fame is that it continues to offer so many of us – the actors, crew and fans alike – a North Star, a chance to define or refine our personal life mission. It also opens an important door to introspection, an opportunity to illuminate what we find there and express it creatively. Fame continues to inspire so many of us to take its positive philosophy forward with us in life, whatever it is we have chosen – and continue to choose – to do.


[Fame] had such an impact on my generation. I think it touches on everybody’s need to have dreams, to have that kind of direction and passion and commitment when you’re that young. People want to see it in themselves, whether it’s hidden or not.


– Maureen Teefy


I didn’t really get the impact of Fame until we went to London ... it was one of the first shows that was so multi-cultural ... and we were really inspiring people to dream. And that was a very unique voice at that time.


– Erica Gimpel


Fame was just such a calling card for the world. It was ahead of its time, in a way. But no, it was right on time! It really was right on time.


– Debbie Allen


It captures that ... youthful exuberance of life that some of us have cynically lost ... [Fame] was also one of the last films of a former version of New York ... before the gentrification of 42nd Street. The last vestige of that grittier sense of Manhattan.


– Paul McCrane


I was always rather bemused by the occasional ‘conclusion’ offered in articles or reviews that ‘none of the cast went on to become famous’ – a statement that chose to ignore the remarkable CVs in the possession of almost everyone who starred in the film and series (as well as the fact that the cast had a healthy helping of fame by simply being part of the phenomenon). Such a conclusion wrongly assumes that fame itself was the ultimate goal of the film, series and their casts, when in fact Fame in its many incarnations explored the creative dreams, the disappointments and the hard work in pursuit of excellence. Fame was always half inspiration, half perspiration.


Although Fame would later give birth to Glee, High School Musical and all the Idol, Pop Stars, The Voice and X Factor competition shows, its philosophy has never been focused on celebrity or being an influencer (one imagines the casts were happy to be social media–free at the time of their original success). The invitations, perks of success and fan attention were present back in the 1980s, of course, and might be wished for today, but Fame’s characters and performers were seeking to learn and perfect their craft.


There’s a craving to have that kind of life again where everything is very exciting all the time and you’re very, very taken care of and everybody does everything for you. It’s very seductive.


– Valerie Landsburg


Hearing the cast reflect on the message of the show then and now, and reading of people who were inspired to follow their dreams, one can see that Fame’s emphasis has always firmly been on the power of story-telling to arouse, awaken and motivate. And it changed lives for the better:


Bill [Blinn] came to the set reading a letter he received from a woman who was in a hotel room who was going to take her life and she saw [our] song, ‘Life Is a Celebration,’ and she chose to not do that. She had hope. And I just remember him reading that letter and I remember being floored by the power of what we were doing – to instill hope in people – and also him wanting us to know the power of our work ... I will always remember that moment.


– Erica Gimpel


The Fame phenomenon has inspired a broad range of people. Legendary Olympic diver Greg Louganis (widely considered to be the greatest of all time) used to train listening to the title track ‘Fame.’ Tennis champ Serena Williams listened to the song ‘Flashdance’ (Irene Cara’s second inspirational movie hit of youthful striving) to settle her nerves every time she stepped out on court.


It’s no secret that the members of the Spice Girls grew up watching the film and series, and many have paid tribute. Victoria Beckham named her autobiography Learning to Fly, adapted from the theme tune’s lyrics, while Geri Halliwell blended Fame and Flashdance for the video (replete with Fame lookalikes) of her #1 UK hit ‘It’s Raining Men.’ (Two years later, pop star and actress Jennifer Lopez also paid tribute to various scenes, including the audition, from Flashdance for her 2003 video of ‘I’m Glad’.) And Spice Girl Mel C confessed,


When The Kids from Fame came out, that was like a game-changer for me because I love performing, I love dancing, I love singing – and I love leg warmers! So this [was] my first album.


Mariah Carey recounts in her autobiography, The Meaning of Mariah Carey, that she won a trophy in her first talent competition singing Irene Cara’s ‘Out Here on My Own.’ In 2000, she recorded a version for the soundtrack of her film Glitter (a title reminiscent of Cara’s film Sparkle), but it was shelved. When it was released twenty years later, fans were quick to create a duet uniting Cara and Carey’s versions. Carey writes:


Irene Cara was everything to me. I related to her multicultural look (Puerto Rican and Cuban), her multi-textured hair, and, most importantly, her ambition and accomplishments.


Fame will live forever as defining musical moments for a number of generations, but sadly many of the cast and crew have since left us. I’d like to end this section with a heart-felt farewell to some beloved members of the tribe no longer with us: Bill Blinn, Derrick Brice, Carmine Caridi, Barry Fasman, Christopher Gore, Albert Hague, Carrie Hamilton, Michael Hoey, Armando Huerta, Graham Jarvis, Dick Miller, Ann Nelson, Alan Parker, Dwayne Phelps, Gene Anthony Ray, Madlyn Rhue, Dave Shelley, Morgan Stevens, Ken Swofford, Michael Thoma and Darryl Tribble.


And a sweet farewell to some of the wonderful guest stars featured in the series: Milton Berle, Art Carney, Marge Champion, Dominique Dunne, Arte Johnson, Gwen Verdon, Nancy Walker, Ray Walston, Vernon Washington and Betty White.





A Fame Timeline
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Awards and Nominations


1980_____________________


7 Dec · NAACP Image Awards


Wins Outstanding Motion Picture; Irene Cara wins Outstanding Actress in a Motion Picture.


20 Dec · Billboard


Album is the #7 soundtrack of the year; Irene Cara appears on the annual listings for Female Artists Combined Singles/Albums (#36), Pop Singles (#66), Singles Artists (#58), Female Single Artists (#9), New Singles Artists (#9), and the #1 New Female Singles Artist.


27 Dec · Cashbox


Album is the year’s #7 soundtrack; Irene Cara wins Top New Female Vocalist and Most Promising Female Vocalist and is listed among the Top Female Vocalists (#6), Top Black Contemporary Female Crossover (#3), and Top 100 Singles (#40) of the year.


1981_____________________


31 Jan · Golden Globe Awards


Wins for Best Original Song (‘Fame’ by Michael Gore and Dean Pitchford); nominated for Best Motion Picture Comedy or Musical, Best Actress in a Motion Picture – Comedy or Musical (Irene Cara) and Best Original Score.


25 Feb · Grammy Awards


Nominated for Song of the Year (‘Fame’), Best Album of Original Score Written for a Motion Picture or Television Special, and Irene Cara is nominated for Best New Artist and Best Pop Vocal Performance, Female (‘Fame’).


22 Mar · BAFTAs


Wins for Best Sound (Chris Newman, Les Wiggins and Michael J. Kohut); nominated for Best Direction (Alan Parker), Best Editing (Gerry Hambling), Best Original Music (Michael Gore).


31 Mar · Academy Awards


Wins Best Original Song (‘Fame’) and Best Original Score (Michael Gore); nominated for Best Original Screenplay (Christopher Gore), Film Editing (Gerry Hambling), Sound (Michael J. Kohut, Aaron Rochin, Jay M. Harding and Chris Newman), Best Original Song (‘Out Here on My Own’ by Michael Gore and Lesley Gore).


1982_____________________


19 Sep · Emmy Awards


Wins for Art Direction (Ira Diamond, Joseph Stone), Cinematography (William Spencer), Choreography (Debbie Allen), Directing (Harry Harris), Special Class (Marilyn Matthews, Costume Supervisor); nominated for Drama Series (William Blinn, Gerald Isenberg, Sean Rogow and Mel Swope), Actress (Debbie Allen), Directing (Robert Scheerer), Hairstyling (Gloria Montemayor), Graphic Design (Michael Levine and Michael Hoey), and two for Editing (Michael Hoey, Mark Melnick)


American Cinema Editors


Nominated for Best Edited Episode – TV Series (Michael Hoey).


1983_____________________


29 Jan · Golden Globe Awards


Wins Best Television Series – Musical or Comedy, and Best Actress in a Television Series – Musical or Comedy (Debbie Allen).


8 Feb · Brit Awards


Nominated for British Single of the Year (‘Fame’ by Irene Cara).


25 Sep · Emmy Awards


Wins for Choreography (Debbie Allen); nominated for Drama Series (William Blinn and Mel Swope), Actress (Debbie Allen), Costuming (Marilyn Matthews), Art Direction (Joseph Stone), Music (William Goldstein), Makeup (Jack Wilson), and two for Directing (Marc Daniels, Robert Scheerer).


Writers Guild of America


Nominated for Episodic Drama (Parke Perine).


Humanitas Prize


Nominated for 60 Minute Category (Linda Elstad).


1984_____________________


28 Jan · Golden Globe Awards


Wins Best Television Series – Musical or Comedy; nominated for Best Actress in a Television Series – Musical or Comedy (Debbie Allen).


23 Sep · Emmy Awards


Wins for Videotape Editing (Howard Brock); nominated for Drama Series (William Blinn and Ken Ehrlich), Directing (Robert Scheerer), Choreography (Debbie Allen), Actress (Debbie Allen), Art Direction (Ira Diamond and Leonard Mazzola), Cinematography (Sherman Kunkel), Editing, (Jim McElroy), two for Music and Lyrics (Gary Portnoy and Susan Sheridan, and Earl Brown), and two for Sound Mixing and Effects (John Oliver, Jerry Clemans, Paul Hochman and Lyle Burbridge, and John Oliver, Frank Wolf, Jerry Clemans and Ross Davis).


TP De Oro (Spain)


Wins Best Foreign Series.


Troféu Imprensa (Brazil)


Wins Best Series.


1985_____________________


27 Jan · Golden Globe Awards


Nominated for Best Television Series – Musical or Comedy, and Best Actress in a Television Series – Musical or Comedy (Debbie Allen).


22 Sep · Emmy Awards


Wins for Editing (Jim McElroy); nominated for Actress (Debbie Allen) and Choreography (Debbie Allen).


1987_____________________


20 Sep · Emmy Awards


Wins for Costuming (Nanrose Buchman); nominated for Sound Mixing (Murray McFadden, Don Sharpless, Michael Stone and Fred Tator).





Key Cast and Crew Birthdays
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If they’ve really got what it takes, it’s going to take everything they’ve got.


In 1976, after watching a production of A Chorus Line, David De Silva (who had trained with Stella Adler) was inspired to create a story around the lives of adolescents at the New York City High School of Performing Arts (known as P.A.).*


De Silva was entirely responsible for the genesis of the project ... [He] left the theatre with the notion that there was perhaps a script in a pre-Chorus Line story that explored the lives of wannabe performers during the delicate, formative years before life as a Broadway gypsy.


– Alan Parker


A year later, De Silva commissioned Christopher Gore to draft a script for $5,000. The result, Hot Lunch, was soon sold to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer for $400,000.** De Silva then sent Gore’s script to British director Alan Parker, who decided to draft his own (but left Gore with the sole writing credit). Parker’s film was somewhat darker and grittier than that conceived by Christopher Gore or David De Silva:


I was really motivated and interested in the joy of what the school represented for these kids, and [Parker] was really much more interested in where the pain was in going to the school, and so we had our little conflicts based on that area.


– David De Silva


Alan Parker signed on as director in February 1979 and spent months interacting with students from P.A., even attending a midnight screening of The Rocky Horror Picture Show – an event that found its way into Parker’s script.


Auditions were held for students of the High School of Performing Arts and the La Guardia High School of Music & Art; there was an open casting call where over three thousand people auditioned. Interestingly, while many students became extras in the film (including Michael DeLorenzo), only one current student from P.A., Laura Dean, was secured a principal role. Jim Moody – a teacher of drama at P.A. – took the role of the drama teacher in the film.


Of the principal cast chosen, only Irene Cara and Barry Miller hadn’t attended one of the three major performing arts high schools in New York. As a child, Cara had appeared in screenwriter Christopher Gore’s flop rock musical Via Galactica (1972) with Raul Julia, and Barry Miller had already made an impact as a suicidal friend of John Travolta in the 1977 blockbuster Saturday Night Fever.


Most of the cast were relative unknowns but some of the older actors had already established strong careers in the arts: Anne Meara had been part of a legendary comedy act with husband Jerry Stiller, while Albert Hague and Tresa Hughes had long Broadway careers under their belts, and Joanna Merlin was a respected casting director. It was a launchpad for all of the young cast involved – even those with small roles: Boyd Gaines went on to an award-winning stage and TV career, Meg Tilly would become a high-profile actress and writer, and Isaac Mizrahi became a fashion designer. And of course there’s Debbie Allen, whose involvement with the many incarnations of Fame continues to this day.


Parker was very serious about capturing the natural, organic rapport among the cast and a number of scenes were shot during rehearsals or when the cast had no idea the cameras were running.


The lunch-room at P.A. was my favourite place to hang out, talk and listen to the kids: their lives – a litany of humiliation and rejection at cattle calls; their healing cruciate ligaments, calloused finger pads, latest crushes and impending nervous breakdowns. It was quite common to sit opposite a kid playing a cello, next to a dancer with her leg behind her ear, with another kid jamming on the piano in the corner while half a dozen erstwhile Stanley Kowalski’s belted out their lines to imaginary Blanches. All of this went into the script.


– Alan Parker


The shoot was a tough one – the heat was intense, there were complaints about the cinematography, and Parker had to negotiate with US labour union reps because there was a number of British crew members working on the film without US permits. And, concerned with the script’s use of profanity and worried the director might do for P.A. what he’d done for Turkish prisons (in Midnight Express), the Board of Education denied Parker the chance to film in P.A. Instead, two unused schools were found.


I had seen Midnight Express ... I knew I was dealing with a great filmmaker. I had every confidence. At the time, I knew [the film] was going to be special. There was a vibe in the air. Everyone gave it their all. They were so fearless in their honesty, and Alan was so fearless in capturing that.


– Irene Cara


While filming Hot Lunch, Parker noticed that a banner for a pornographic film showing on 42nd Street shared the film’s title. ‘Hot lunch’ was New York slang for oral sex and, to cap it all, the biggest star in porn films at the time happened to be named Al Parker. The movie was changed to Fame but there were reservations because David Bowie had garnered a #1 hit in 1975 with a track that he’d composed with John Lennon called ‘Fame.’ Later, when singer met director, Bowie joked, ‘You nicked my song!’


By the first few weeks of filming, Alan Parker had already enough footage for a ten-hour movie and needed to eject a number of storylines and characters. For instance, Debbie Allen (set to play Coco’s nemesis) never got to record her big music number in a red dress. She was disappointed ... but got to keep the dress.


Parker settled on eight principal characters:


• Coco Hernandez (Irene Cara), a cocky multi-ethnic, triple threat performer burning with ambition.


• Bruno Martelli (Lee Curreri), a shy, rebellious keyboardist intent on playing classical music on his synthesizer.


• Montgomery MacNeil (Paul McCrane), a sensitive actor struggling with his homosexuality.


• Doris Finsecker (Maureen Teefy), a mousy, uptight girl attempting to find herself in spite of an overbearing mother.


• Ralph Garcy (Barry Miller), an aspiring stand-up comic who reveres former P.A. alumnus Freddie Prinze.


• Leroy Johnson (Gene Anthony Ray), a naturally talented dancer whose pride and illiteracy block his progress.


• Hilary van Doren (Antonia Franceschi), a rich, snooty prima ballerina who has her eyes on Leroy.


• Lisa Monroe (Laura Dean), a ballerina who feels the pressure of not being good enough.


Actor Lee Curreri later summed up some of his co-stars: ‘Antonia was exactly like her character: quiet and in her own world. A great person, but back then this really serious ballet dancer. Paul was this super-affable, beautiful guy, sweet and gentle. Gene was absolutely out-of-his-mind funny, smart and crazy. Irene had already been a child star. She was singing her brains out. She was a triple threat – could dance, could act, could play music. And she would let you know.’


Cinematographer Michael Seresin added: ‘I don’t think I’ve ever before or since had such incredible energy: physical, mental, emotional. Just working with those kids was phenomenal. They had a drive we’d never seen before.’


Fame was intended to be a combination of rock ’n’ roll and Vivaldi. In an open letter to the cast, director Alan Parker hoped his film would show both sides of the American dream – the fine line between success and disaster:


The glamour of the Great White Way of Broadway and the squalor of 42nd Street; the dream of instant success and the constant reminder of failure; the fine line between a Juilliard scholarship and dancing topless at the Metropole ... A dozen races pitching in, each having their own crack at the American dream.
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