
[image: cover]


[image: ]



CONTENTS

Acknowledgments

Introduction

1‘Starring’ Sabu

2Technicolor

3Camp

4Trash

Notes

Bibliography

Filmography

Index


Acknowledgments

I would like to thank Catherine Grant, Lee Grieveson and Karen Lury for their encouragement and advice. For assistance with archives, I am grateful to Jonny Davies, Anastasia Kerameos and Martin G. Stockham. Thanks also to Samuel Solomon and Ryan Powell. The BFI and Palgrave Macmillan have been incredibly supportive throughout the writing of this book; particular gratitude is owed to Rebecca Barden, Jenni Burnell, Sophia Contento, Lucinda Knight and Chantal Latchford. This book is dedicated to John David Rhodes.


Introduction

A genie has flown our hero far away to a foreboding temple. Inside, the brave youth must climb across a gigantic spider’s web in order to collect a mysterious and magical jewel. This Herculean labour will require courage, perseverance, dexterity, agility and strength; the job at hand depends on a supreme determination, a conscious deliberation, and even a kind of dedication. Indeed, several times he almost loses his grip, but hangs on, dangling above the dangerous drop. Two malevolent-looking octopuses are sloshing and swirling about in a pool a hundred feet beneath him, as if set on a slow spin cycle. Then, suddenly, the spider appears, bristling, bustling and descending with mechanical menace towards where our hero is perched. Dauntlessly, the boy uses his sword to hack off several of the spider’s legs, all the while maintaining his hold on the web with his other hand. And finally, once he has defeated the monstrous spider, he uses its silk to swing nimbly away to safety, and thence to retrieve the jewel. This is just another exciting adventure for Abu, the intrepid little hero at the centre of the dazzling fantasy that is The Thief of Bagdad (1940); but, moreover, it is all in a day’s work for Sabu, the actor and star who is the focus of this book.

Sabu was unique: the only Indian film star to be produced in and by the west during cinema’s classical period. Born near Mysore in South India in 1924, he was to become an international star at the age of twelve, and remained an exceptional presence in the industries in which he worked, first in Britain and then in the United States. His Indian origins and identity were central to his public image and popular appeal throughout his career; he was undoubtedly presented and regarded as an ‘exotic’ figure. Sabu was inevitably constructed by the media and perceived by audiences in ways that reflected what were in those days widespread beliefs and ordinary ideas about ‘far-off’ lands and ‘primitive’ peoples, popular fantasies and ideological attitudes about India and Indians specifically, but also about ‘the East’ or ‘the Orient’ more generally. The constructions and perceptions of his Indian or Eastern identity were necessarily informed by their precise national, historical and political contexts: his international stardom and transnational career coincided not only with the end of British colonial rule in India but also with the repeal of anti-Asian legislation (barring ‘Hindus’ from citizenship rights) in the United States. Just as important for an understanding of Sabu’s career, however, are the technological contexts shaping the film industries in which he worked, from the emergence of Technicolor in the late 1930s to the breakdown of the studio system and the rise of television in the 1950s.
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Sabu as Abu in The Thief of Bagdad (1940)



In the films that Sabu made we see the trajectory of a particular star. Maurice Yacowar has suggested that in every film in which the star appears we can discern ‘the precise shades of inflection that the actor’s personae from other films bring to the statement’: this is the star’s ‘fertility of cross-reference’.1 Throughout his career, Sabu was more often than not cast in orientalist extravaganzas, island adventures and jungle thrillers; he played heroes – whether impishly playful or intensely powerful – but he was always associated with the ‘foreign’ and the fantastic, the ‘exotic’ and the incredible. The first chapter of this book addresses the story of the ‘discovery’ of Sabu in India and of his relocation to Britain, and the film that launched his career, Elephant Boy (1937), in which we watch an inexperienced or ‘non-professional’ performer becoming a child star. Chapter 2 focuses on the spectacular productions he made for Alexander Korda, which consolidated his status as a popular international star, and in which the vigorous performances of this ‘exotic’ teenaged sensation embodied, but also transcended, their Technicolor spectacle. Sabu’s Hollywood films, made during World War II, and now revered as camp objects, were primarily vehicles in which his secondary starring roles were conceived by Universal to capitalise on the screen persona that had crystallised around the actor. The third chapter argues that camp provides another means through which we can restore to Sabu his autonomy as an actor, since his performances in these stereotypical sidekick roles suggest, among other things, an ironic citation of his popular image. Chapter 4 turns to the film and television work he did in the mid-1950s, when he was in his early thirties, in which we see the labours of the ‘has-been’ organised so as to reanimate, or resuscitate his screen personality, and to exploit memories of his earlier films for the purposes of a ‘comeback’.

This book will explore how Sabu was represented and understood at the time, how he was regarded and described, and how the media – but also, and more importantly, his actual films – constructed and perpetuated an image for this unusual star that comprised delightful merriment, twinkling mischievousness, intrepid adventurousness, graceful agility and dynamic vitality. But this book also proposes that Sabu’s work as an actor requires critical reassessment, for those qualities, which describe the attributes of a majority of his screen characters as well as prominent aspects of his public persona, are ultimately produced by his demonstrable abilities as an actor. The French critic Edgar Morin suggests that

The star determines the many characters of his films; he incarnates himself in them and transcends them. But they transcend him in their turn; their exceptional qualities are reflected back on and illuminate the star … . The star is more than an actor incarnating characters, he incarnates himself in them, and they become incarnate in him.2

Sabu’s popular image was undoubtedly generated and determined by those performances in which, in Morin’s phrase, ‘the actor imposes his personality on the heroes he plays’, in which he expressed so infectiously his characters’ merriment, mischievousness and adventurousness, and in which he embodied so supremely their agility and vitality.3 In the incredible heroics and charming antics of his characters, usually presented in fantastic or at least highly romantic settings, we can, then, discern not only Sabu’s sterling professionalism as a star but also his conscious and creative skills as an actor. Yacowar suggests that ‘When Hollywood doomed a star to a succession of similar roles, it was instinctively expressing its sense that a film actor projects something somewhere between his self and his character when he appears on the screen.’4 While it is important to consider the material conditions and cultural contexts in which his various screen performances were produced, it is equally necessary to attend to the performances themselves – as ostensive ‘projections’ that combine the particular fictional character, the star image and the actor’s own self – in order for his labours as an actor to be properly apprehended and appreciated, and for his appeal and significance as a star to be fully understood and evaluated.

One of the first photographs of Sabu to appear in the British press, in early December 1935, shows a little grinning boy wearing a turban; it is captioned ‘Elephants Like His Smile’.5 The young star would indeed become famous for his smile. In his autobiography the Hungarian film composer Miklós Rózsa, who worked on several of Sabu’s British films, makes a passing reference to the star: ‘He was no actor,’ Rózsa claims, ‘all he could do really was smile, but this smile smiled him into the hearts of millions’.6 Such a claim, purporting to explain Sabu’s appeal, reduces the star to his smile – rather like the Cheshire Cat in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland – as if this physical gesture alone were sufficient to sustain the public affection in which he was held, and so refuses to recognise other dimensions of his labours as a performer. In what follows, I challenge such dismissive attitudes by addressing Sabu’s strenuous efforts and irrefutable achievements as an actor, while acknowledging the physical and gestural aspects that were often paramount in his performances. Indeed, several contemporary approaches to film performance emphasise its basis in actors’ physical comportment. For instance, Jeremy G. Butler argues that until very recently theories of film have failed to understand ‘the significance of human bodies – their movement and, later their speech – to the pleasures of cinema’.7 Lesley Stern and George Kouvaros propose ‘a notion of performance as closer to bodily action’, in which acting is ‘reconsidered and reinvested as a corporeal presence’.8 For John Ellis, moreover, the star performance introduces

a whole new dimension of the star: not just the star-in-movement, but also the incidental aspects of that movement. The star’s performance in a film reveals to the viewer all those small gestures, particular aspects of movement and expression … . These moments permit a sense of overlooking the incidental and the unmotivated aspects of the star’s figure (compared with the marked intentionality of the star image in subsidiary circulation.9

Ellis suggests that the
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