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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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1 INTRODUCTION

Halfway through Vivian Kubrick’s behind-the-scenes documentary about her father’s film The Shining (1980), James Mason appears. Dressed in a light grey Victorian suit and accompanied by a small group of friends and family, he introduces everyone to Jack Nicholson and Stanley Kubrick during a break in filming. His unexpected appearance can be explained – Kubrick was making the film at Elstree Studios where Mason was filming Murder by Decree (1979), and having worked together on Lolita (1962), Kubrick allowed the actor a rare guest pass to the set. Nevertheless, it is a deeply incongruous moment. We’ve just seen examples of Kubrick’s meticulous staging, fractious relationship with Shelley Duvall, and Nicholson’s energetic preparation for the scene where he breaks down the bathroom door with an axe (intercut with the completed scene), but suddenly this restrained, polite excitement descends onto the set. Mason’s family are so very ordinary: aside from his wife, Clarissa, there are also two girls in their ‘Sunday best’ keen yet intimidated to meet Nicholson, and an elderly woman with an eminently recognisable ‘grandmotherly’ perm and thick glasses; yet everything about The Shining is so absolutely extraordinary, even behind the scenes. Mason stands in the middle, bisecting these spaces and people; not simply a combination of the ordinary and extraordinary, but also apart from both in his effortless smart appearance, calm aloofness, yet amiable, relaxed attitude.

But James Mason was an incongruous and contradictory figure; a star often positioned as one between worlds – between leading man and character actor, Hollywood and Britain, control and powerlessness, menace and allure, the ultimate Odd Man Out – and described by Life magazine as one whose ‘sombre, sensual handsomeness arouses hopes and anxieties in women’ (Osborne 1947: 33). Despite the randomness of using Vivian Kubrick’s documentary as an opening to this book, what the short film reflects on around the production of The Shining parallels many of the subjects that I will explore around Mason’s stardom, including this dissonance. The connection helps contextualise my study as an analytical history of Mason’s career with its reference to Lolita and Murder by Decree, and where the figure of the American Kubrick (and his British-raised daughter) working amidst the British film industry hints at the attention paid to transnational statuses (and families) that will follow. Mason’s cameo in the documentary comes immediately after Nicholson has defined himself as a ‘celebrity’ (and the endless, exhausting round of meeting so many people this role entails). At first it seems like Mason’s own celebrity is being dismissed here – is he simply another person Nicholson-the-celebrity must meet? – but Vivian’s commentary acknowledges the star and his visit as ‘special’. The persistence of star persona (and the performance of self-as-image) runs throughout Nicholson’s knowing presence – he is constantly playing up to Vivian’s camera as ‘Jack’. But equally, space is given over to discussions of the labour of acting and his own (and Duvall’s) technical processes. Nicholson talks of his willingness to hand control over to someone else, and inherent in any discussion around Kubrick is the subject of power. There is even an (admittedly light-hearted) conversation about salaries when Danny Lloyd naively states that he ‘must have $500 or $600!’ by now. My analysis of James Mason mirrors these concerns, looking similarly at the screen and behind it over the course of its three chapters. It explores Mason’s star labour and the issues of money and power that ran throughout his career and perceptions of its success. I will examine how he approached roles and developed performative technique, and I will consider different elements of Mason’s star persona – from the image he played up to of ‘the-man-you-love-to-hate’ to his complex celebrity status, and even his ‘ordinariness’.

The son of a textile merchant, James Mason was born in Huddersfield, Yorkshire, in 1909 and lived a comfortable life in the leafy part of the town’s Croft House Lane. Before embarking on his acting career, he went to Marlborough College, read architecture at Cambridge University, and then on to London, Dublin and regional theatres before turning to the cinema. Between 1935 and 1943, he had minor roles in major British films, and major roles in minor films, building up a steady presence in the industry. His breakthrough was The Man in Grey (1943), and his star status was consolidated with the other Gainsborough Pictures melodramas that followed, where he was often cast as a menacing but romanticised anti-hero. The British public loved Mason and his brutal screen persona, voting him the most popular British star of 1946, by which time he had caught Hollywood’s eye. He was just as rebellious off screen, constantly criticising the film industry and attempting to produce his own films. In disgust with the British film industry, he ran off to the United States in 1947, and then ran back in 1962 disgusted with Hollywood films. He married twice: first to Pamela Kellino in 1941 who went with him to Hollywood, where they had two children, Portland and Morgan. In 1964, they divorced acrimoniously with a financial settlement heavily in Pamela’s favour. Compared to the turbulence of his first two decades of international stardom, the final twenty years of Mason’s career seem low-key – in line with his reserved visit to The Shining’s set. After the divorce, he settled in Corsier-sur-Vevey, Switzerland, and from this base travelled extensively throughout Britain, Europe and the rest of the world to make films. In 1969, he met the Australian actress Clarissa Kaye whilst filming Age of Consent in Australia and they married two years later. He died in 1984. Throughout all this, he made over a hundred films with a handful usually cited as really significant, including The Seventh Veil, Odd Man Out, The Reckless Moment, The Desert Fox, Julius Caesar, A Star Is Born, Bigger Than Life, North by Northwest, Lolita, Georgy Girl, Heaven Can Wait and The Shooting Party.

Mason characterised his life and career as one of three ages: Britain and popular stardom (up to Odd Man Out [1947]), the
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