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Introduction




    




    

      Michael Caine is acclaimed as a great actor. He is an international star and two-time Academy Award Winner (for Hannah and Her Sisters and The Cider House Rules) whose filmmaking career spans over fifty years and many nations. His classic films spring to mind immediately at the mention of his name - Alfie, The Italian Job, The Ipcress File, The Man Who Would be King, Get Carter, Hannah and her Sisters, Harry Brown. However, although Caine has immense standing as a serious actor, following his move to the USA in the 1970s he accepted work in terrible Hollywood films simply for the money or fringe benefits, occasionally as a favour to a friend.


    




    

      Some of these “turkeys” are worthy and earnest efforts. Some of them are irredeemable trash cinema. What is astonishing given the reverence accorded Caine is that these indifferent Hollywood flops, which impressed neither critics nor audiences, comprise the bulk of his career between 1972 and 1986: 14 years of Hollywood turkeys and the guy still gets an Academy Award. Two, actually.


    




    

      Indeed, no other internationally acclaimed actor has made as many terrible, indifferent or mediocre movies as Michael Caine. That is not to malign the actor only to point out that some of his career choices were often influenced by factors beyond the merits of the movie itself. To like Caine’s work, therefore, is to have a begrudging, proverbial “soft spot” for the flops and turkeys - redeemed often solely by Caine’s presence and, for which he always works hard - they are, if nothing else, money well earned. On close examination, some of these flops reveal considerable charms and interest: not perhaps enough to warrant a career retrospective of his American film work, but enough to reward discerning viewing (given the pre-emptive warning to lower expectations).


    




    

      This e-book celebrates Caine’s worst American movies, his turkeys, the stinkers that only his die-hard fans ether know about or can tolerate: and as is evident, he’s made more of them than most actors would care to remember or include on their CV. But not Caine - with characteristic humour he remembers every one (at least in some part - enough for a small anecdote anyway), its faults, missed opportunities, terrible critical receptions and all. This then is the warts and all e-book of Michael Caine’s American period, where he truly became the King of the Turkeys.





      





      



    


  




  

    

      
Internationalism - Courting the American Directors: 


      Hurry Sundown, Play Dirty, Too Late the Hero, Zee & Company, The Black Windmill, The Marseilles Contract




    




    

       


    




    

      Michael Caine’s direct flirtation with American cinema began after his stardom was well established in Britain with Zulu, The Ipcress File and Alfie, the latter casting him as an unrepentant Cockney womanizer and a role with which he would for a long time be identified, much to his chagrin. Caine thus first went to the USA as part of the publicity campaign for Alfie, while The Ipcress File was also screening there on general release. The process of cementing stardom began as Caine was interviewed by influential New York film critic Judith Crist on the Today show and on The Tonight Show as one of Johnny Carson’s first interviews (Caine, 1992, p. 401).


    




    

      Caine later commented that Gloria Steinem, in her contemporary interview for The New York Times confused him with his Alfie persona, something that led to later hostilities. Indeed, several years later Steinem would insult both Caine and his wife when she insinuated that Caine only liked submissive women and that in Shakira he had found one - Caine was incensed by this untrue accusation and lamented that much “feminism” by that time was hypocritical as it posited only specifically “emancipated” women as worthy of recognition and sought to implement and regulate how women defined themselves, their choices and their roles. But at this early point, all was well and Caine let the confusion over the Alfie persona slide.


    




    

      Superstar Shirley Maclaine was looking for a director for her new film, Gambit, when the name of Sidney J. Furie was suggested. When a screening of The Ipcress File was arranged for Maclaine and Furie proved unavailable, Maclaine exercised her contractual right to select the film’s male lead and chose Caine to be her co-star. Caine was back in England when he heard the news that Maclaine wanted him for Gambit. The actor eagerly agreed, later recounting that “this was Hollywood, and I would have done anything to make a movie there” (Caine, 2010, p. 281) and “you see, at that time I had no sense of career moves or structure in my life; I was like a man just doing anything once that he had dreamed of before he died” (Caine, 1992, p. 408). Caine thus got his first taste of Hollywood following a lavish party put on for him by Maclaine, with many a movie star and celebrity in attendance. At first over-awed by mingling with the idols of his boyhood youth, Caine fund that he too was beginning to be recognized on the street as both Alfie and The Ipcress File played in Beverly Hills.


    




    

      It was during the filming of Gambit that Caine first experienced the “high life” of fame and fortune, with limousine pickup and spacious bungalow making working conditions most amenable. With British helmsman Ronald Neame directing, Caine put his trust in the director’s “calm genius” and concentrated his attentions on his new social life within the Hollywood jet set, enamoured of the glamour that now surrounded him everywhere. Under Neame’s capable guidance Gambit emerged a caper-comedy of some popular success, the critics appreciative of the young Englishman making his American film debut. The Sunday Times’ Derek Prouse noted:


    




    

      
“Express your feelings when your accomplice in crime, with only a few minutes to spare, is threading her way through a battery of burglar alarms in an effort to carry off a priceless bust of a Chinese Empress. How do you express your inner panic? Michael Caine’s solution is to wear a completely dead-pan expression and simply observe - and the result is both tense and hilarious.” (Gallagher, 1990, p. 95)



    




    

      Back in Britain, Caine immediately made Funeral in Berlin. Following the popular success of the spy film sequel to The Ipcress File, Caine was again approached by the American film scene in 1966 when he was offered a role in famed director Otto Preminger’s drama Hurry Sundown, about racism and land rights in the Mississippi Delta circa 1946. Caine, familiar with the director’s standing in the industry, accepted without more than a brief perusal of the script, later reflecting that “unbeknown to me, this was the start of a series of bad pictures made by people who had all the right credentials for success” (Caine, 1992, p.463).


    




    

      On his part, Preminger had envisaged the film as potentially being as big as Gone with the Wind after reading the debut novel by K.B. Gilden and immediately acquired the film rights. He scaled down his ambitions when the novel sold poorly and brought in screenwriter Horton Foote (best known for the Academy Award winning To Kill a Mockingbird) to adapt. Foote felt the novel was an embarrassment with no genuine feeling for the South but felt he could do something with and so was flown in to London as Preminger completed work on the thriller Bunny Lake is Missing. The director disliked Foote’s adaptation, however, and brought in another writer, Thomas C. Ryan.


    




    

      Caine was worried about working with Preminger, the dictatorial director notorious for yelling at his cast. Thus, when filming commenced, Caine took Preminger aside and told him that if the director raised his voice at him, the actor would spend the entire day in his trailer. Though this surprised Preminger, he retorted that he would never raise his voice to Alfie, the role that had made Caine a star. Caine later said that “he secretly saw himself as another Alfie, and as far as he was concerned, so did I… I never got a cross word from him during the whole picture” (Fujiwara, 2008, p. 344). Later, Caine admitted that “Otto may have gone easy on me, but he made everyone else’s life on the set a misery and was particularly tough on my young and beautiful co-star Faye Dunaway, who was often in tears by the end of a day’s shooting” (Caine, 2010, p. 387).


    




    

      Though Caine maintained a trouble-free relationship, the set was full of tension. Filmed in Louisiana at a time when racial discrimination was still practiced, it was Caine’s Afro-American co-star Diahann Carroll who felt the most bias, when the hotel the cast were staying at refused to let the black actors share the same pool as the white actors. Caine and the production were hassled by the local KKK and the film was referred to by the locals as “the nigger picture”. Resentment of the film and filmmakers for the miscegenation and biracial relations in the film proved so great amongst the locals (including local law enforcement) that Louisiana state troopers had to be brought in to protect cast and crew during filming.


    




    

      In addition to the racism which greeted the production, Preminger was increasingly irascible, again particularly aggravating co-star Faye Dunaway who later sought legal assistance to be removed from a six-film deal she had signed with Preminger after he had so enthusiastically cast her in Hurry Sundown after seeing her in the Broadway production of Hogan’s Goat. Perhaps wisely, Sidney Poitier turned down a leading role, replaced by Robert Hooks. Caine, though considering Poitier one of the greatest of American actors, befriended Hooks. Indeed, Caine and Poitier would work together a few years later on the politically charged action-adventure The Wilby Conspiracy.


    




    

      Caine played a wealthy Southern landowner in a determined land-grab, intent to secure the properties owned by a relative and an Afro-American family at all costs. With an accent appreciated in America but criticized in the UK, Caine’s performance balanced the single-mindedly villainy of the unscrupulous character with the emphasis on sensational soap opera of a kind that made the film a potential parallel to Arthur Penn’s contemporaneous The Chase. Under Preminger’s direction, Caine carefully allied the character to the socio-cultural / political authority of the day so that the actor’s performance could be seen as an indictment of un-restrained, inherently immoral though patriarchal authority.


    




    

      The film, however, was considered more as soap opera than serious allegorical socio-political criticism though it gave Caine the opportunity to develop a character within a long-term relationship, as a husband: it would be some time before the actor returned to essay inter-personal relations again in Zee and Co. While the critics argued over the trivialities of accent, Caine used the nefarious role to explore the inter-dynamics of social relationships far removed from the womanizer of Alfie. The aloof remove that had served him so well in Zulu here too elevated his character as a moral centre of the movie, albeit far from a decent or reliable one despite the deceptive charm of his appearance and youth. This use of Caine so as to undercut any idea of his character as a moral core, and thus subvert notions of absolutist morality in favour of relativism, would recur throughout his career in American film.


    




    

      Though he didn’t yell at Caine, Preminger nevertheless enacted a form of revenge in the film’s rape scene. Caine was unsure about how to stage the scene and act so as to appease the US censor and not compromise his female co-star Jane Fonda. Preminger instructed Caine to just smash the door down, rush in and rape Fonda (who had to keep bra and panties on at all times to appease the US censor, then in the waning days of the Hays Code). Caine duly performed, waiting for Preminger to yell ‘cut’. When the call never came, Caine felt too uncomfortable to continue and shouted out that he was stopping. He stopped the scene only to find Preminger and the crew grinning, the camera having been switched off sometime earlier without Caine or Fonda knowing it. Far from being outraged, Fonda laughed along with the prank.
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