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Shirley Temple is a name that resonates with nostalgia and charm,
particularly for those who grew up during the 1930s and 1940s. One of her
most beloved roles is that of Sara Crewe in the classic film "The Little
Princess," released in 1939. This film showcased not only Temple's
extraordinary acting talent but also her remarkable ability to convey deep
emotions, making it a timeless piece that continues to captivate audiences.
In this article, we will delve into the film's background, Shirley Temple's
performance, its themes, and the legacy it has left behind.

Background of The Little Princess

The 1939 adaptation of "The Little Princess" is based on Frances Hodgson
Burnett's beloved children's novel, originally published in 1905. The story
has been adapted numerous times, but Temple's version remains one of the most
iconic.

Plot Summary

"The Little Princess" follows the journey of Sara Crewe, a young girl who is
sent to a boarding school in London while her father, Captain Crewe, serves
in the British Army. The film portrays Sara as a bright, imaginative child
who is cherished by her father. However, when Captain Crewe is reported dead,
Sara's life takes a dramatic turn.

- Key Plot Points:
1. Sara is left in the care of Miss Minchin, the head of the boarding school,
who is cold-hearted and cruel.
2. Stripped of her privileges and wealth, Sara is forced to live in the attic
and work as a servant.
3. Despite her hardships, Sara maintains her dignity and continues to display
kindness and imagination.
4. A twist of fate occurs that leads to a heartwarming resolution,
reinforcing the importance of hope and friendship.

Production and Direction

Directed by Walter Lang, "The Little Princess" benefitted from a strong
production team that understood the importance of bringing Burnett's story to
life. The film featured a colorful set design that captured the imagination
of young viewers and enhanced the fairy-tale quality of the narrative.



- Key Production Elements:
- Cinematography: The vibrant cinematography by Charles G. Clarke helped
create an enchanting world that contrasted sharply with Sara's dark
circumstances.
- Music: The original score by Alfred Newman added emotional depth to key
scenes, enhancing the film's overall impact.

Shirley Temple's Portrayal of Sara Crewe

Shirley Temple was only 11 years old when she played the lead role of Sara
Crewe. Her performance was a testament to her extraordinary talent and
charisma, which had already made her a household name by that time.

Character Analysis

Sara Crewe is a complex character who embodies resilience, kindness, and
imagination. Temple's portrayal captures these qualities beautifully.

- Key Aspects of Sara's Character:
- Resilience: Despite facing adversity, Sara remains hopeful and strong.
Temple effectively conveys this through her expressions and demeanor.
- Imagination: Sara's vivid imagination allows her to escape her harsh
reality. Temple's ability to engage in playful fantasy scenes adds a layer of
charm to her performance.
- Compassion: Sara is empathetic towards others, including her classmates and
the underprivileged. Temple's warmth shines through in her interactions,
making Sara a truly lovable character.

Impact of Shirley Temple's Performance

Temple's performance in "The Little Princess" solidified her status as one of
the greatest child actresses in Hollywood history.

- Critical Reception:
- Critics praised her ability to evoke genuine emotions, making audiences
feel Sara's pain and joy.
- Temple's singing and dancing skills were also showcased in the film,
demonstrating her versatility as a performer.

- Cultural Impact:
- Shirley Temple became a symbol of innocence and hope during the Great
Depression, providing solace and joy to audiences struggling through tough
times.
- "The Little Princess" contributed to her legacy as a beloved icon in
American cinema, influencing future generations of actresses.



Thematic Elements in The Little Princess

"The Little Princess" is rich in themes that resonate with audiences of all
ages.

Key Themes

1. Hope and Resilience: The film emphasizes the power of hope in overcoming
adversity. Sara's unwavering belief in a better future inspires those around
her.
2. Friendship and Kindness: The relationships Sara forms with her classmates
and the people she meets highlight the importance of empathy and support.
3. Social Class and Injustice: The stark contrast between Sara's initial
wealth and subsequent poverty serves as a commentary on social class and the
treatment of the less fortunate.
4. Imagination and Escapism: Sara’s imaginative world provides a refuge from
her harsh reality, showcasing the importance of creativity and dreaming.

The Legacy of The Little Princess

The impact of "The Little Princess" extends beyond its initial release. The
film remains a classic, continuing to be appreciated by new generations.

Influence on Future Adaptations

The story has been adapted multiple times for television and film, including
a notable 1995 version starring Eleanor Bron and a 2017 adaptation. Each
version draws inspiration from Temple's performance, aiming to capture the
essence of Sara Crewe's character.

Shirley Temple's Enduring Legacy

Shirley Temple's influence in film and popular culture is undeniable.

- Cultural Icon:
- Temple became a symbol of childhood innocence and resilience, representing
the joy and hope that cinema could provide during difficult times.

- Philanthropy and Later Life:
- After retiring from acting, Temple became involved in politics and
philanthropy, dedicating her life to public service and advocacy for
children’s rights.



- Continued Relevance:
- Her films, including "The Little Princess," are still celebrated today,
showcasing her lasting impact on the film industry and popular culture.

Conclusion

Shirley Temple's portrayal of Sara Crewe in "The Little Princess" is a
remarkable achievement that showcases her incredible talent and the film's
enduring themes of hope, resilience, and kindness. As audiences continue to
discover this classic film, Temple's legacy as one of cinema's greatest child
stars remains secure. Her ability to evoke emotion and connect with viewers
has left an indelible mark on film history, ensuring that "The Little
Princess" will be cherished for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of 'Shirley Temple in The
Little Princess'?
The film follows Sara Crewe, a young girl who is sent to a boarding school in
London by her wealthy father. When her father goes missing in action during
World War I, Sara is forced into a life of servitude, but she maintains her
kindness and imagination, believing in the power of hope.

How does Shirley Temple portray the character of
Sara Crewe?
Shirley Temple brings Sara Crewe to life with her signature charm and
optimism, portraying a young girl who remains resilient and resourceful
despite her hardships. Her performance captures Sara's innocence and
unwavering belief in the goodness of others.

What themes are explored in 'The Little Princess'?
The film explores themes of friendship, resilience, class disparity, and the
importance of kindness and imagination in overcoming adversity.

Who directed 'Shirley Temple in The Little
Princess'?
The film was directed by Walter Lang and released in 1939.



What is the significance of the character Miss
Minchin?
Miss Minchin, played by Mary Nash, is the antagonist who runs the boarding
school. Her cruel treatment of Sara highlights the class differences and
societal attitudes of the time, contrasting sharply with Sara's kindness.

What is the role of imagination in 'The Little
Princess'?
Imagination plays a crucial role in the story as it allows Sara to cope with
her difficult circumstances. She uses her creativity to maintain hope and to
inspire those around her, demonstrating its power as a tool for resilience.

How did 'The Little Princess' impact Shirley
Temple's career?
The film solidified Shirley Temple's status as a beloved child star and
showcased her acting, singing, and dancing talents, contributing to her fame
during the 1930s.

What kind of music is featured in 'The Little
Princess'?
The film features a mix of original songs and musical numbers that enhance
the storytelling, including the memorable song 'The Good Ship Lollipop,'
which reflects the film's themes of joy and hope.

How does 'The Little Princess' differ from Frances
Hodgson Burnett's original novel?
While the film stays true to the core elements of Burnett's novel, it
includes musical numbers and some changes in character development and plot
pacing to cater to the cinematic format and Shirley Temple's appeal.

What legacy has 'Shirley Temple in The Little
Princess' left in popular culture?
The film is considered a classic of the family film genre, and Shirley
Temple's performance has inspired generations of viewers. It remains a
significant part of American film history and is often referenced in
discussions about child actors and classic cinema.
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