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    Little Tommy Tucker conducts the Philharmonic for his supper                      Source:  The Moving Picture Boy 

Prelude to Fame  



Halliwell’s Film Guide review 
 
“The health of a child musical prodigy is 
endangered by an ambitious woman who 
pushes him to the top.  Banal drama with 
classical music;  generally over-acted by the 
adults.  Scr:  Robert Westerby, from the story 
"Young Archimedes" by Aldous Huxley.” 
 
 
Speelfilm Encyclopedie review: 
 
“Boy proves to possess musical talent and 
becomes a youthful conductor, only then to 
discover that fame has its darker side too.  
Finely played and well-directed drama.  ***½” † 
 
 
Movies on TV and Videocassette 1988-89 
review: 
 
“A boy is found to have musical talent, becomes 
a child prodigy conductor, but finds fame has 
its sadness too.  Drama, well written and 
directed, finely acted.  *** ” † 
 

[ †  these two reviews are virtually 
identical in wording.  Although the 
Speelfilm Encyclopedie clearly cites 
Maltin as one of its principal sources, 
the other certainly does not.  Many TV 
guide reviewers similarly crib 
wholesale from the Maltin guide 
without crediting their source. ] 

 
 
Film Illustrated Monthly - vol.4/11 - 
production note: 
 
“Well, it was bound to happen sooner or later - 
Rank and Korda to hit on the same subject 
simultaneously.  For some time now Bobby 
Henrey has been in the Austrian Tyrol making 
a film for Korda (based on a short story by 
Aldous Huxley) called "THE WONDER KID".  
It is all about a child prodigy (piano) whose life 
is made a misery by an impresario who wants to 
make as much as possible out of him.  Imagine, 
then, the woe in the Rank camp, with a film 
called "PRELUDE TO FAME" going on the 
floor at Pinewood any time now.  It is all about 
a boy prodigy (conductor) whose life is made a 
misery by a woman impresario who wants to 
make as much as possible out of him.  Well, 
Korda started first - but you can bet that Rank 
will throw everything in the book, independent 
frame and all, at his prodigy to get him on the 
screen first.” 

[no listing in "Leonard Maltin's Movie and 
Video Guide 2001", "The Critics’ Film 
Guide", "The Good Film and Video Guide", 
"Rating the Movies (1990)", "The Sunday 
Times Guide to Movies on Television", 
"The Time Out Film Guide", "TV Times 
Film & Video Guide 1995", "Variety Movie 
Guide 1993", "Video Movie Guide 1993" or 
"The Virgin Film Guide"] 
 

 
The Moving Picture Boy entry on Jeremy 
Spenser: 
 
“Jeremy’s father was Sri Lankan and his 
mother, a musician and teacher, Italian.  His 
elder brother David (born 12 March 34) was a 
fine boy actor, largely on radio, but also in the 
film "MR PERRIN AND MR TRAILL" (48).  
After a sporadic adult career in theatre and 
cinema, David became one of Britain’s best 
radio drama directors, winning two Pye Awards. 
 
It was David who suggested Jeremy for two 
child parts he was too old for, in "ANNA 
KARENINA" and "KIND HEARTS AND 
CORONETS".  But Jeremy shot to overnight 
fame as a boy conductor in "PRELUDE TO 
FAME".  This was a straight crib of a French 
film of 1949, "PRÉLUDE À LA GLOIRE", 
which had starred a real-life prodigy called 
Roberto Benzi.  (Another, Pierino Gamba, had 
already done virtually the same in Italy: there 
was a general European craze for boy 
conductors at the time.) 
 
Jeremy Spenser was no musical prodigy, but he 
was a keen mimic.  The highpoint of 
"PRELUDE TO FAME" is his conducting of a 
symphony orchestra in Weber’s entire 
"Oberon" overture - laughable as musician-ship, 
but irresistible as a portrait of a temperamental 
little boy having a ball.  With his brooding dark 
looks, Jeremy was like a twelve-year-old Orson 
Welles, every inch the mini-maestro. 
 
He remained Britain’s leading boy actor for the 
next two or three years, and was sinisterly 
memorable on the London stage in 1952, his 
hair dyed blond, as Miles in "The Innocents", a 
version of Henry James’s "The Turn of the Screw".  
(Later filmed, with Martin Stephens in the 
part.) 
 
In his late teens Jeremy Spenser continued in 
"THE DEVIL ON HORSEBACK" (54), 
"SUMMER MADNESS" (55),  



 

 

 
 
 
 

Source for all stills above and on following pages, also the captions accompanying them:  Collins Film Book for 
Young People c1950 – which also supplied the synopsis below. 

 
 Above:  Guido hears the gramophone for the 
              first time 
 
 Left:     Guido criticises his father’s music 
 
 Below:  The bandits 



"ESCAPADE" (55), "WONDERFUL 
THINGS" (57) and "THE PRINCE AND THE 
SHOWGIRL" (57), in which he repeated his 
stage role (with Laurence Olivier) as the young 
King Nicholas of Carpathia. 
 
Then, after "FERRY TO HONG KONG" (59), 
he was an Italian teenager dogging Vivien Leigh 
in "THE ROMAN SPRING OF MRS 
STONE" (61), a temperamental young painter 
in "VENGEANCE" (GB/DE 62), a soldier in 
Losey’s "KING AND COUNTRY" (64), and 
after "HE WHO RIDES A TIGER" (65) an 
emblematic personage in Truffaut’s 
"FAHRENHEIT 451" (68). 
 
An actor good enough to work with Losey and 
Truffaut should have faced the future with 
confidence - but Jeremy Spenser abandoned his 
acting career at this point, in favour of drama 
teaching and directing, and later antique 
dealing.” 
 

Collins Film Book for Young People (c1950) 
synopsis: 
 
“Signora Bondini (Kathleen Byron) was an 
Englishwoman, but she was married to an 
Italian and lived in the beautiful Italian village 
of Treno. She was wealthy and lived in a lovely 
villa, but she wasn’t happy. She had a selfish, 
discontented nature, and liked to boss people. 
But no doubt there was some excuse for her, for 
her real disappointment in life was that she had 
no children. 
 
A famous English philosopher, John Morell 
(Guy Rolfe) came with his wife, Catherine 
(Kathleen Ryan) and his young son, Nick 
(Robin Dowell) to stay in Treno.  Nick made 
friends with an Italian peasant boy called Guido 
(Jeremy Spenser), and it didn’t take his father 
long to discover that Guido had an 
extraordinary talent for orchestration and a 
phenomenal musical memory.  In fact the boy 
was a musical genius.            
 
  

 

 
 

 
Above:  John tells Guido about the 
             orchestra 
 
 
Left:  Signora Bondini finds a genius 



 
 
 
 
 
           
 
Signora Bondini met the boy, and, in her 
possessive way, took charge of him.  She sent 
him to see Dr. Freihaus (Hugo Schuster), a 
famous conductor in Naples, who was a friend 
of hers, and Dr. Freihaus confirmed the fact 
that Guido was a genius and would one day be 
a great conductor.  
 
Now Signora Bondini had a new interest in 
life:: Guido would take the place of the son she 
had always wanted to have, and he would be a 
great success.  She sent him to study under the 
most celebrated professor of music in Europe, 
Dr. Lorenzo (John Slater), and prepared eagerly 
for the time when he would first conduct a full 
orchestra under rehearsal. 
 
The time came, but it was a terrifying occasion 
for Guido, knowing that he was conducting an 
orchestra of men as old as his father.  And, 
naturally, the orchestra laughed when the 
young boy came out to conduct them. They 
thought somebody was playing a joke on them. 

The result was that Guido, overcome with 
nervousness, made a dreadful mess of his task, 
and Dr. Freihaus had to intervene and take his 
place.  After the rehearsal, Dr. Freihaus told 
Signora Bondini that he was sure the boy 
wasn’t yet ready to give a public performance.  
But the ambitious Signora Bondini would not 
be deterred.  She made preparations for Guido 
to conduct a famous orchestra at a big concert 
in Naples. 
 
Meantime she kept Guido under the strictest 
control.  She stopped all correspondence 
between him and his family, and she kept him 
practising almost without a break.  One day 
John Morell took him out sailing, realising the 
boy’s need for relaxation, but the result was that 
Guido missed an elaborate press reception that 
Signora Bondini had arranged for him, and 
thereafter she kept him out of the way of the 
Morells. 
 
The concert in Naples took place.  It turned out 
to be a great success.  Guido’s fame grew.  He 

 
Above:  A pleasant interlude 
 
Left:  Guido and his mother 



conducted orchestras in many great cities, and 
was acclaimed in every one. 
 

But he was desperately unhappy, and, although 
Signora Bondini refused to see it, he was 
heading for a nervous breakdown.  For a young 
boy to have the responsibility of  

 
 
conducting great orchestras was a big enough 
strain, but what worried Guido more than 
anything else was the fact that his parents never 
seemed to write to him.  He didn’t know, of 
course, that Signora Bondini was intercepting 
and hiding the letters they were sending to him, 
for she didn’t want him to have any contact 

with his family: she wanted him to depend 
entirely on herself. 
 
But if she couldn't see that Guido’s nerves were 
in a dangerous state, John Morell could, and 
her husband, Signor Bondini (Henry Oscar) 
also felt uneasy.  The climax came one evening 

 
Top: Guido conducts… 
 
 
Centre: …at the Royal Albert Hall 
 
 
Bottom: John saves Guido 



when these two were just in time to stop Guido 
throwing himself in despair from the balcony of 
his bedroom.  Morell and Bondini decided that 
there was only one thing to be done for Guido: 
he must go back to his own family immediately.  
When Signora Bondini heard their decision, 
she became hysterical.  She said Guido filled 
the place of the child she had always wanted, 
and that she could not bear to have him taken 
away from her.  But her husband told her 
sternly that she had been sacrificing the boy’s 
health for her selfish ambitions.  He said it had 
been unforgiveable to intercept the letters from 
Guido’s family. 
 
But he did forgive her, for now she had realised 
that she had nearly ruined Guido with her high-
flown schemes.  And, when Mr. and Mrs. 
Morell went back with Nick to Treno, Guido 
went with them-to a happy reunion with his 
family.  One day he would become a great 
conductor – but not just yet.” 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Unless the sources are confused, both this and the concurrent “THE WONDER KID” with 
Bobby Henrey were based on Aldous Huxley’s story “Young Archimedes”, although their 
plotlines bear only slight resemblance to one another.  A more recent film very much in the 
same vein was “SEARCHING FOR BOBBY FISHER”, this time about a chess prodigy of 8 
propelled into competition by an ambitious stroke envious father.  The irony, as I’ve observed 
in reviewing that film, is that there is no field of modern culture in which sons and daughters 
are more overtly exploited by ambitious parents than the cinema itself.  A quick perusal of the 
careers of any half dozen child stars from the 1920s to the present day will reveal how they 
were thrust before the (paying) cameras often before they could walk, and spent their entire 
childhoods in modelling, advertising, television and film.  Titles such as this one, then, are 
stones lobbed by folk who live in a crystal palace.   
 
Although none of the reviews will say so explicitly, this reads as a kidnapping story.  The 
Signora Bondini character does not simply appoint herself “manager” of Guido’s career, she 
sets out to sever the boy from his family altogether and treat him as her own.  He is rescued 
from her hungry clutches (an amusing twist today) by a male psychologist who puts the child’s 
emotional well-being before her vicarious ambitions.   
 
Jeremy Spenser was 13.  Other early titles of his were “THE DANCING YEARS” (49), “THE 
SPIDER AND THE FLY” (49), “PORTRAIT OF CLARE” (50), “APPOINTMENT WITH 
VENUS” (51) and “THE PLANTER’S WIFE” (52), although his role in many of them was only 
slight.  Nothing else is known of Robin Dowell. 
  
“JIMMY THE KID”, “THE KID WITH THE 200 IQ” and “LOST IN LONDON” all dealt with 
supposed boy “geniuses” (usually unhappy and unconvincing ones), but “MOZART – 
AUFZEICHNUNGEN EINER JUGEND” was a portrait of a genuine child phenomenon (also 
manipulated by an ambitious parent).  For contrast, Jodie Foster’s directorial debut “LITTLE 
MAN TATE” concerned a gifted child expressly not exploited or driven to excel by his mother, 
much to the exasperation of the “experts”. 
 
 
See subject index under KIDNAPPING, MUSIC / YOUNG MUSICIANS and PRODIGIES / 
GIFTED CHILDREN. 
 



 


