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THE ROLLING STONE INTERVIEW

Sex and the
Single Star

John Travolta by Nancy Collins

n 1977 twenty-three-year-old John Travolta structed down a Brooklyn street and into
superstardom. The vehicle, of course, was a film called Saturday Night Fever, a movie that
earned Travolta his first Oscar nomination and turned white suits into mandatory disco
gear. Last month, Travolta, with the help of director-producer Sylvester Stallone, brought
Tony Manero back to the screen in the sequel, Staying Alive, which has opened to less than
glowing reviews. The six years between the two films have been tumultuous ones for the

twenty-nine-year-old actor. In 1977, Diana Hyland, Travolta’s forty-one-year-old lover, died of cancer.
Eighteen months later, his mother succumbed to the same disease. Professionally, things were equally
rocky. Although Travolta followed Saturday Night Fever with Grease—thus making him the star of two
of the highest-grossing films of all me—his third film, Moment by Moment, with Lily Tomlin, was a
well-ballyhooed flop. With Urban Cowmboy in 1980, Travoita redeemed himself. His next film,
Blow Out, in 1981, was not a big success at the box office, although it was critically acclaimed.

In the spring of 1982, Travolta parted
company with his longtime manager and
mentor, Bob LeMond, for the more high-
powered Creative Artists Agencv. [t marked
a major career change, for Travolta had
signed with LeMond when he was sixteen
and doing supper theater in New Jersev. He
was born in Englewood, New Jersey, the
youngest of six children. His mothet, a great
influence on his acting career, was a former
actress who once established along-distance
record for swimming the Hudson River. His
father. who at one time played semiprofes-
sional football as a quarterback, ran the
Travolea Tire Exchange. Encouraged by his
parents, Travolta dropped out of high school
at sixteen to pursue theacer. His tiesc big
break came when he landed a spot in the
national touring company of Grease. He
made his opeming debut on Broadwav in
Over Here betore heading to California to
portray Vinnie Barbarino. a charming, if
dull-witted, high-school student in the ABC
sitcom Welcome Back, Kotter. The series made
him a preteen sex svmbol. In 1976, Travoita
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got his firsc major screen role, in Brian De
Palma’s Carrie. which he soon followed with
Saturday Night Fever.

Teavolta’s love life has been erratic ar best.
Diana Hyland sull remains his most sertous
love affair — even though he and actress
Marilu Henner, whom he met while touring
with Grease, remain a tightly knit. off-again-
on-again couple. Currently, they are on.
(*We met on November 28th, 1972, and
became lovers on July 15th, 1973 — at a
TraveLodge in San Francisca’ Henner re-
calls of their relationship.) In between, Tra-
volta has been linked with anvone trom
Debra Winger to Brooke Shields.

Travolta lives alone on a Santa Barbara
ranch, a five-bedroom, Spanish-stvle ha-
cienda set in che middle of seventeen acres of
prime California real estate. His garage 1s
tilled with cars: a Mercedes, a Jag, a 55
Cadillac. There is,as one might expect.a pool
and tennis courts, as well as a screentng room
Travolta had buile. The house. which had
alreadv been decorated in a Spanush mounf
when he bought it. is oddly devoid of person-

al touches, except for a sketch of the actor by
Montana artist Paul Jasmin. Buc then, as
Travoita admits, he is rarely there. Most of his

_time is spent on the move. piloting himseif in

his own Cessna 414 to visit friends like Brian
De Palma or French actor Gerard Depar-
dieu.

John Travolta is highly likable and
far wictier than his macho but vulnerable
screen persona would indicate. But above all
else, he is professional. Once commutted to
an interview, he is there for the duration,
unaccompanied by publicists and willing to
answer any question put to him. He is,in fact,
decidedly more marurce chan his role in Stay-
ing Alive would lead one to believe. Bue then,
as longrime friend Henner explains it,
“John's wotk is two years behind where he is
as a person.”

After you finished ‘Saturday Night
Fever,’ you said you had nothing more to
say about the Tony Manero character.
What changed vour mind?

[ grew up and so did he. That's all. And in
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were 5o extraordinary. The gav rumor about
male stars is such a classic thac it didn't
surprise me to hear it about me. because I'd
heard it about the others. All I thought was.
“Oh. I see the game now.”

So. would you like to set the record

straight right here?

Sure, if vou'd like.

Are you gay?

No.

You once mentioned that your per-
sonal style hasbeen highly influenced by
blacks. What did you mean by that?

All the qualities that make me uniquelv
appealing to the masses are the black quali-
ties [ have as a person—mv sense of humor,
mv dancing. my openness. sexuallv, with my
movements.

Where did you pick up those sen-
sibilities?

It started in the ritth grade.when I trans-

© lerred rrom a Catholie school to a puble

cchool tha was predominantiv black. Righe

¢ awav. loved the black people. and the loved
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me because [ couid dance and was tunny to
them. The whire kids never laughed ac me.
oniv the black kids. So 1t was the tirst time [
was accepted bv the masses. Like the blacks, I
simplv cailed things as thev were.

How did thev influence vour sexuali-
ty?

As [ said earlier. ] was alwavs ateracred to
women with an open sexualitv. and it was the
same wich blacks. [ sensed thetr strong sexu-
alitv. and it made me feel comiorrable.
Thev'd alwavs sav. "Hey, Travolra. Get vour
fine ass over here. You wanna tuck me?” It
was alwavs real open. And when vou danced
wich a black girl, vou could grind and ger
down without necessarily meaning vou were
gotng to have sex with her. It simply meant
vou could move seductively and enjoy it. So 1
Yelt very sate with them expressing mvselt
vecbally and phsicallv. In fact. the first girl [
ever kissed was a black giel.

How old were you?

Twelve. and she was sixteen. She intro-
duced me to reefer. She said. "Did you ever
soul-kiss?" And I said, "No. I Jdon'c think
s0." And she said. “Well. come on over here
and let me try it wich vou.” So we kissed. [
loved her because she was so complimenta-
ty: she thoughe [ was fine, and [ chought she
was fine. too. I loved ralking with my black
friends about sex. Thev'd go into vivid de-

scriptions wichout anv shame atall. 1 loved it

because it satistied my voveurism. Actually. I
wish now [ could talk as reelv about sex with
white people as I do with biacks. See. I love
talking about sex in decail — I like talking
about what I like to fook at,what I like to feel,
what I like to expertence—but [ find [ alwavs
edit mvself around whire people.

How old were you when you first had
sex?

Thirteen.

A black girf?

No. But [ don't think I better sav her
name.

Being Catholic, were you guilty about
it afterward?

{r was more Irish guilt than Catholic. Mv
father was verv open about sex. but mv

mother, who was lrish, was more reserved. |

Did vour parents have a good mar-
riage?

‘With love, theres
always another fish
inthesea.’

Thev really adored each other. My tacher
thought my mother {a drama coach and
actress| was the living end. chat she was the
best actress, the best director and had the
most stvle. presence and personalitv of anv-
one he had ever known. They had a verv hot
relationship. Even after thev'd been married
twenty-seven vears. vou could walk into theit
bedroom tn the morning—itice [ sometimes
did as a kid—and there thev'd be. nescled in
each other's arms. their bodies totally locked
together. Thev were really wnto each other.

Pretty exciting after twenty-seven
. vears. Don't vou want that with someone
thirty vears from now, too?

Sure.

Evidently, you got into trying drugs
early. Do you use anv today?

No. From sixteen to eighteen. I did mari-
juana. but it alwavs made me sick—phvstcally
{l. Then. when [ was eighteen or nineteen. [
had trouble sleeping for six weeks and took
some Seconals, bur that was shorr-lived. 1
- tried cocaine. too. when [ was about seven-
reen, but it didn't take either. I know I have
this image of being antidrug, and I am if it
hurts vou, but really, [ don't care what other
people do. It's none of my business. The
reason [ don't do drugs is because I don't
have good physical reactions to them. It's the
same with drinking. I'll drink once a month,
and then it’s just to ger high or drunk.

r Are you still involved with Scianu;l-]
ogy?

[ haven't had anv auditing for about a vear
and a half; auditing is a technique where vou
have a trained listener. an auditor, prepare
questions for you.and you sit opposite and
answer them. Every answer is registered by
the E-meter, which reacts according to the
energy masses in your body. The questions
are designed to give you relief about whatev-
er subjects are bothering you.

Then, despite ail the negative public-
ity about Scientology, you still believe?

Yes. [ think it's' prettv brillianc. I crv to
separate the material and the organization.
because I don't agree with the wav the organ-
ization is being run. [ believe that the materi-
al is more worthy than the individuals who
are handling it.

How much money have you put into
Scientology over the years?

I don't see it as giving monev; vou're
exchanging for services.

Ten thousand dollars? Twenty thou-
sand?

Mavbe in that ballpack, veah.

Scientology uses your name a lot in
| promoting its cause. Do you feel it has
used your celebrity for its own pur-
poses?

how it’s used me. because [ haven't inves-
i tigated exactlv what the vrgamization’s done.

some good out of it. mavbe ic’s all right. The
other part of me savs that [ hope it uses some
taste and discrenon. I wish [ could detend
Scientology becter, but I don't think it even
deserves to be derended. in a sense.
"What is the biggest misconception
about John Travolta?

Thar I'm insecure and uncertain. [ think
people misinterpret mv sensitivity o percep-
civeness as insecuritv and indecisiveness. ['m
given less credir for being a strong mdividual
than [ deserve. No one could've gotten ro tie
place [ am and survived i« this long wichout
being strong.

What drives vou?

A ot of it 15 mv ramily — especiailv mv
mother wiien she was alive. If [ didn'thave mv
familv to motivate me. then it'd probablv be
mv friends. You're alwavs driving vourself
because vou get all the rewards, but second-
arilv.it’s tor people vou love. Beyond that, my
driving force Is maintenance —maintenance
of a career. |Laughs| It’s called Staving
Alive.

Your last few movies - 'Blow Out.’
“Urban Cowboy’ and certainly ‘Moment
by Moment’' —weren't in the category of
*Saturday Night Fever and ‘Grease.’
People in the business seem to think you
need another blockbuster in order to get
vour career back on track.

The truch is, [ don't need another block-
buster for my career. Urban Cowboy did $100
million. Now, what’s wrong with that? If it
had been my first movie, I'd have been a big
movie star. It keeps on being compared to
the tirst two movies.which are so mega thatif
[ had onlv done one of them, I'd still be okay. [
was offered An Officer and a Gentleman.
which [ curned down. basically because I felt
the girl had the best part and because I'd just
finished Blow Out and wasn’t ready to go
right back to work. Anvway, after the movie
came out. | said to Warren Beattv. "Do vou
chink [ should have done An Officer and a
Genddeman?” And he said. "Whv?” And I
said, "Because 1t was a commercial success.”
He said. "You have two of the biggest mov-
ies in movie history. Why do you need an-
other one? Just do good movies, john.” And
Warren, who [ happen to think represents the
ultimare show-business viewpoint,was right.
In the listof the ten top-grossing movies ot alt
time. [ was the only actor the public came to
see as an actor. The rest of the top grossers
were ail special-effects films — E.T. The
Empire Strikes Back. Jaws. Raiders of the Lost
Ark. I mav be the oniv actor the public went
to see instead of a shark.

In retrospect. are vou sorry you made
‘Moment by Moment'?

Onlv because [ get asked about iz so
much.

Did vou ever see the film?

Oniv once. | didn'tlike . but [ didn'tmind
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| I've been something of an ostrich about
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| One part of me savs thart i somebody gers

my performance.

‘make chings matter and not marter, in order

Why didn't the film work for you?

I didn't feel Lilv and I had good chemustrv.
As people. we had incredible chemiserv, but
onscreen 1t didn'c work. I learned from that
one—thar vou have to have chemistrv as well
as the script. I can't understand why ir's szl
getting rehashed. I almost teel [ need some-
thing like it again so the atrention gets off
it

You mean you need a new bomb?

{Laughs] Righe

*Blow Qut’ was not a commercial suc-
cess.

I never expected it to be. It was a success
to me. I though it was a clever movie witha
good role. directed bv Brian De Palma.
whom I love. The character in Blow Out was
most like my own personalitv, whereas Fever
and Grease were total creanons. In Blow Out.
[ could be interested instead of being inter-
esting.

How did vou and Sly Stallone end up
working together on 'Staving Aiive?

I'd seen Rockv [I] and said ir [ ever did a
seauel to Saturday Night Féver. { wanted it to
have that kind of pacing and excitemenc. The
first script tor Staying Alive was written four
vears ago but was anudance. which [ didn't
like. Then. two vears ago, Norman \Wexler
[screenwriter of Saturday Night Fever] did
another scripe. which also didn't appeal to me
because it wasn't tocally a show-business
storv. Finallv, last vear. mv agent put me
together with Stallone. and we were \nstantiv
in sync about the storv line. We both wanted
Staving Alive to be all abour show business.
the storv of a kid who goes to New York.
becomes a jazz-dance teacher. wants to make
it on Broadwav, gets rejected and finallv does
make it.

*‘Rocky’ in ballet slippers. huh? How
did you like working with Stailone?

[ miss his energy right now. He has so
rauch unique survival energy in him that he
makes evervching matter. [n mv lire.] tend ro

to keep a balance. If things work out. fine. If
not. I'm nor disappointed. With Sly, everv-
thing macters. It's fun to be around someone
who creates that illusion—vou know. " This is
going to be a great movie.” “This is going to
be a great dance number.” "We're going to
get you in great shape.” It's very exciting to
have someone other than vourself care abouc
vou. A lot of dmes, that kid in vou wants to
think that someone will cake responsibilicy
for you. Sly always makes vou think you're
responsible for yourself but is still there to
give you the kind of energy a parent does.

Speaking of getting into greatshape,
he certainly helped you there. How long
did the Stallonization of John Travoita
take?

About seven months. five of which were
prior to the film. Everv dav. I did cwo and a
half hours of weight lifring and anvwhere
from three to eight hours of dancing. Now
that the film's done. ['ll probablv maintain
with an hour of weigh litting three to four
timesa week.plus an hour of cardiovascular—
running, dancing, walking.

When you see vourself up there on the
screen. do you think vou're attractive?

{ know what to do to be actracuve. and [
have confidence in myv appeal. Sometmes
when | see myselt onscreen. | Cont. on 62 |
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