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Stars are an integral part of every major film industry in the world. In this pivotal new series, each book is devoted to an international movie star, looking at the development of their identity, their acting and performance methods, the cultural significance of their work, and their influence and legacy. Taking a wide range of different stars, including George Clooney, Brigitte Bardot and Dirk Bogarde among others, this series encompasses the sphere of silent and sound acting, Hollywood and non-Hollywood areas of cinema, and child and adult forms of stardom. With its broad range, but a focus throughout on the national and historical dimensions to film, the series offers students and researchers a new approach to studying film.
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INTRODUCTION

Maria do Carmo Miranda da Cunha, better known as Carmen Miranda, was born in the rural north of Portugal on 9 February 1909 and emigrated with her parents later that year. She was just ten months and eight days old when she arrived in Brazil’s then capital, Rio de Janeiro.1 By the mid-1930s she had become the most popular female singer in Brazil, and one of the nation’s first film stars. In 1939 she became a star on Broadway, at the invitation of US show business impresario, Lee Shubert, and just two years later was under contract with the 20th Century-Fox studios in Hollywood. She was the first Latin American to inscribe her name, handprints and footprints (actually prints of her famous platform shoes) on the Walk of Fame outside Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in Hollywood on 24 March 1941, and in 1946 she became the highest-paid actress in Hollywood. Her film career was tragically cut short on 5 August 1955 when she died of a heart attack in her Beverley Hills home at the age of just forty-six. When her body was returned to Rio on 17 August hundreds of thousands of people lined the streets to see her coffin pass by, while others queued for hours to pay their final tribute as she lay in state at City Hall, in an unprecedented display of collective mourning. In her lifetime she had appeared in six Brazilian films and fourteen US productions. Sadly, the only glimpses that today’s audiences can have of her Brazilian screen performances are in the recently restored Alô, alô, carnaval! (Hello, Hello, Carnival!, 1936), and a tantalisingly brief clip from Banana da terra (Banana of the Land, 1938), in which she first wore on screen what would become her iconic baiana costume and extravagant turban.2 Access to Carmen’s screen performances, both in Brazil and beyond, is thus largely via the Hollywood productions in which she starred, generally in supporting roles, playing second-fiddle to the likes of Betty Grable and Alice Faye in terms of billing and narrative function, if not in terms of visual impact and entertainment value. Her most memorable performances are in the musical numbers of films such as Down Argentine Way (1940), Weekend in Havana (1941), That Night in Rio (1941) and The Gang’s All Here (1943), and yet her presence on screen in these films is relatively brief and her roles are increasingly restricted to stereotypical representations of a generic Latin American female subjectivity, characterised by her mangled English, fiery temper and extravagant outfits, which all conspire to create a clichéd vision of Latin American exoticism and alterity. Carmen herself sought to actively break out of this cultural straightjacket imposed on her by the 20th Century-Fox studios, and later in her career declared to journalists: ‘If they gave me the role of a Cuban girl what was I to do? They owned my contract and the reason I kept complaining was because I knew that they would talk about me in Brazil. I complained, but it never got me anywhere.’3

As a teacher of Brazilian popular culture I have often presented students with an image of Carmen and never cease to be surprised by how many British young people born in the 1980s and 90s are familiar with the image but are usually unable to explain why, or to identify her. This has prompted me to think about my own awareness of and relationship with Carmen, which began in early childhood long before I was able to pinpoint Brazil on a map of the world or even knew that people spoke a language called Portuguese. My mother was a Carmen fan, and together we sometimes sat and watched one of her Hollywood films on television on a Sunday afternoon in the 1970s, even trying to sing along to her catchy songs. I too was soon a committed fan (even dressing as Carmen to attend a young friend’s fancy dress birthday party), and I have no doubt that the apocryphal ‘Latin America’ that Carmen transported us to (from a small town in North-west England) left a lasting imprint on my subconscious – one that would lead me to study the Spanish and Portuguese languages and to spend much of my adult life travelling in or teaching others about Latin America, and particularly Brazil. Carmen’s greatest British fan today, Ivan P. Jack, whose vast collection of still photographs have been loaned to various of Carmen’s biographers, and who dedicates an entire room in his Nottingham home to what he
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