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Cary Grant and Loretta Young in The Bishop’s Wife
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Natalie Wood and Edmund Gwenn in Miracle on 34th Street
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When this book was originally published, limited space necessitated the omission of several films I would have liked to include. Happily, this expanded edition allows room for them—and plenty more. Five titles receive new, full-length entries, bringing the total to thirty-five. Many others are considered in new sections that explore various facets of Christmas-movie history as well as titles that aren’t so easy to classify as “Christmas movies.” There are also discussions of related films at the end of some existing entries; an exploration of classic holiday cartoons; and an epilogue that examines Christmas films of the past two decades. The rest of the book has been revised throughout. As before, only theatrical releases are included, except as noted.


Even so, this was never meant to be an encyclopedia, and there are plenty of additional Christmas movies, of varying quality, that did not make it into this edition. One title I regret having no space for (other than right here) is the James Bond picture On Her Majesty’s Secret Service (1969), which showed, nineteen years before Die Hard, that the Christmas season could act as a meaningful storytelling force in a full-blown action movie. In perhaps his most romantic screen moment—bookended by thrilling action scenes, of course—007 proposes marriage to Tracy di Vicenzo in a country barn, late at night, on a snowy Christmas Eve. The holiday plays a role in Ernst Stavro Blofeld’s villainous plot, and there’s even a new Christmas song worked into the score. However, the film does not have a happy ending, arguably a big Christmas-movie no-no.
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Diana Rigg as Tracy and George Lazenby as 007 bring to life James Bond’s most romantic screen moment, on Christmas Eve, in On Her Majesty’s Secret Service.








Is On Her Majesty’s Secret Service truly a Christmas movie? For that matter, is All Mine to Give (1957)? Sometimes cited as one due to its holiday climax, that film, a poignant melodrama set in 1850s Wisconsin, ends on an almost unbearably sad note (which it attempts to present as triumph). Personally, I wouldn’t wish All Mine to Give upon anyone at Christmastime. I would, however, be more than fine with On Her Majesty’s Secret Service. Why do I see them this way? Because while moviegoers can be passionate debaters over which films are, and aren’t, Christmas movies, those debates are really over competing definitions of the term. The label is subject to personal definition because Christmas movies have not historically constituted a distinct genre. If someone considers any film with a holiday setting to be a Christmas movie, then that’s validly what it is, to that person.


My own definition, which I lay out in the introduction and use as the basis for any titles in this book that I call “Christmas movies,” took shape over many hours of film viewing—and of observing how movies “use” or don’t use the images, sounds, and feel of the season to tell story, convey meaning, and express emotion. As I distilled what I saw down to a specific approach, eliminating titles along the way, I grew fascinated by how the possible types and genres of Christmas movies actually broadened. I hadn’t, for instance, really thought of The Lion in Winter as a Christmas film before; now I enjoy it on a new level. I hope the pages to follow will kindle your fascination as well.


—JEREMY ARNOLD
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INTRODUCTION
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Would the holiday season feel complete without the sight of James Stewart running through the snow, shouting “Merry Christmas” to Bedford Falls? Without the longing on Peter Billingsley’s face as he stares through a shop window at the air rifle of his dreams? Without Natalie Wood’s skeptical yank of Kris Kringle’s whiskers?


Each December, we look forward to the warm cheer that comes from reuniting with family and friends, sitting down to festive meals, exchanging presents, and revisiting our favorite holiday movies. They are as much a ritual of the season by now as candy canes and roast turkey.


When we view them, we journey back to our childhoods, laugh at our quirks, and lose ourselves in tales of love and compassion. There’s nostalgia in many of these stories and even in the simple act of watching them: they stir our memories of having seen them in earlier times, with earlier loved ones.


We also adore them for their buoyant endings. Knowing they end happily is not a spoiler but part of the appeal. It’s what we want and expect at Christmastime—for the spirit of the season to come through and win in the end, somehow, some way. In short, these films do what the season does: bring us back and lift us up.
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A dysfunctional family played for laughs: Chevy Chase and Mae Questel in National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation








Motion pictures with Christmas holiday themes date practically to the dawn of cinema. The earliest surviving example, Santa Claus, runs all of seventy-six seconds and was made by British filmmaker George Albert Smith in 1898; three years later came the first known version of A Christmas Carol. The films have kept coming ever since, in all shapes and sizes, but the most powerful—the truest “Christmas movies”—have one vital element in common: the Christmas season is not just a backdrop but plays a meaningful role in the storytelling.


The season, of course, can “mean” different things to different people, from compassion, togetherness, and nostalgia to commercialism, cynicism, and loneliness. All have been themes for great holiday movies ranging from farce to tender drama. Genre doesn’t matter. Musicals, westerns, fantasies, action, suspense, and horror tales can all become Christmas films with the right approach.


This book analyzes thirty-five of the best and most intriguing holiday movies—beloved classics, little-known gems, and some familiar titles you may not have considered for their yuletide slants. A few take place entirely on the holiday; in others, it’s only a short part of the running time. Several were made and marketed with their holiday content in mind; many others were released with barely a mention of Christmas, often at odd times of the year. (Ten were spring or summer releases.) For all their differences, they share some interesting patterns and similarities. Nearly half these films, for instance, were released in the 1940s. Christmas no doubt resonated on the screen in those war and postwar years because it was so often used to represent romance, nostalgia, and the idea of a complete family unit—all while millions of moviegoers were separated from loved ones or rebuilding their own families.


Family, in fact, is at the center of the vast majority of films profiled in this book. In Christmas movies, families form, grow, divide, and especially reunite. They can be generally loving (A Christmas Story) or highly dysfunctional (The Lion in Winter). They can be part of an idealized past (Meet Me in St. Louis) or reflect a more complicated present (The Holly and the Ivy). They can be made up of coworkers (The Shop Around the Corner) or even random strangers (Love Actually). Closely tied to family is the notion of the home, and as a result, many Christmas films prominently incorporate houses, sometimes to the point of the houses becoming “characters”—as in Holiday Inn, Christmas in Connecticut, It Happened on Fifth Avenue, and Home Alone. Remember the Night uses two houses, one inviting and one cold and dark, to make a point about the value of family. It’s a Wonderful Life does the same, although, thanks to a fantasy sequence, it’s the same house in each case.


Part of the fun of these films is in seeing recognizable elements of the season arise in different ways: office holiday parties, family dinners, the exchanging of presents, and department store Santas all take on entertainingly different tones from film to film. Even the idea of the “bad Santa” appears at least as early as Miracle on 34th Street, in a bit part played by Percy Helton. Holiday movies are also ripe for fantasy devices, with ghosts, angels, disembodied voices, and supernatural creatures popping up in Beyond Tomorrow, The Bishop’s Wife, Gremlins, and others. (Squirrels, oddly, are played for laughs in three films. Who knew?)
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Denzel Washington as the dashing angel, Dudley, in The Preacher’s Wife








The lonelier, more cynical aspects of the season are covered as well, sometimes with biting honesty, as in The Apartment—one of four titles that contain attempted or contemplated suicides. (The others: The Shop Around the Corner, It’s a Wonderful Life, Elf.) Even after countless viewings, It’s a Wonderful Life tends to shock us with the trauma it inflicts upon James Stewart and other characters. Stewart’s transformation is so powerful that the joy and uplift of the ending blot out thoughts of the film’s darker sections—which, of course, have helped to make the joy all the more stirring.


Transformations of characters from bitterness to compassion make for perhaps the purest Christmas stories. Often they happen without anything changing in the characters’ outward circumstances. Instead, it is Christmas that somehow makes them see their lives in a new context and reawaken to the point of change. The result is Alastair Sim dancing in his bedroom, light as a feather; James Stewart shouting “Zuzu’s petals!” with glee; Charlie Ruggles vowing to let Victor Moore enter through the front door next year; Peter Cushing telling his bank employees that he will attend their Christmas party; and Margo, in Miracle on Main Street, freshly confident and determined to raise an infant.
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Peter Billingsley feeling confident in A Christmas Story








Transformed characters seem to notice the buoyant feel in the air that comes with the season. Maybe this “glow” is what really makes Christmas movies so popular. At their most bewitching, they allow us to bask in what Celia Johnson describes in The Holly and the Ivy as “the first moment when you wake up” on Christmas morning, “as if during the night, while you were asleep, something had happened”—or what Danny Elfman means in The Nightmare Before Christmas when he sings of “that special kind of feeling in Christmasland.”


As you journey through the movies ahead, you will find many inventive ways in which filmmakers have conjured that feeling. The journey will take you from small-town New England to the desert southwest with numerous stops in between, as well as to London, Budapest, World War I France, and the North Pole of our childhood imaginations. Cherished favorites await, but hopefully so do new discoveries, there to be found and added to future holiday traditions.















MIRACLE ON MAIN STREET



Columbia, 1939 • Black and White, 73 minutes




DIRECTOR


STEVE SEKELY


PRODUCER


JACK H. SKIRBALL


SCREENPLAY


FREDERICK JACKSON, from an original story by SAMUEL ORNITZ and BORIS INGSTER


STARRING






	MARGO

	Maria






	WALTER ABEL

	Jim






	WILLIAM COLLIER SR.

	Doctor






	JANE DARWELL

	Mrs. Herman






	LYLE TALBOT

	Dick






	WYNNE GIBSON

	Sade






	VEDA ANN BORG

	Flo






	PAT FLAHERTY

	Detective






	GEORGE HUMBERT

	Pepito
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At the church on Christmas Day, Margo considers giving the baby to a woman played by former silent star Dorothy Devore.








AFTER FINDING AN ABANDONED BABY ON CHRISTMAS EVE, A BURLESQUE DANCER ATTEMPTS TO TURN HER LIFE AROUND.
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Margo takes refuge in a church on Christmas Eve.








Christmas is a healing force in the low-budget curiosity Miracle on Main Street. Right off the bat, with a vivid montage of yuletide festivities, the film asks the audience to view this story through the prism of the holiday. The montage ends with a religious procession in the Old Spanish Quarter of Los Angeles on Christmas Eve. As the procession heads into a church, the camera suddenly turns to a nearby sideshow barker, Dick, who is enticing passersby to pay ten cents for “the thrill of a lifetime”—a tacky burlesque act headlined by his wife, Maria.


That entertaining contrast sets up an oddly endearing tale. Maria and Dick soon attempt to fleece an undercover cop, causing Maria to hide in the church and pray for heavenly help; when she notices an abandoned baby lying in the manger display, she takes it with her to mask her escape. But she gradually starts to feel such attachment to the baby that she decides to keep it, drop her no-good husband, and improve her life with a respectable job. Another man will enter the picture, but what will he think if he learns of her sordid past? And how will she deal with her shady husband when he returns?
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Margo, Walter Abel, Jane Darwell, and William Collier Sr. face off with a welfare worker played by Ottola Nesmith.












[image: image]

Marital discord for Margo and the fine character actor Lyle Talbot, as her shady husband








What saves Miracle on Main Street from being just a far-fetched melodrama (or an obvious Christ-child parable) is the film’s touching way of using Christmas as an entity that pushes characters to redeem themselves. Maria finds a new will to carve out an honest life; a doctor (William Collier Sr.) grows from drunk hobo to wise philosopher; two dancers (Wynne Gibson and Veda Ann Borg) soften their cynicism; and Maria’s landlady (the plucky Jane Darwell) finds a sweet maternal instinct under her crustiness. Only Dick, the villainous husband played by Lyle Talbot, is irredeemable.


Maria is played by the actress known simply as Margo, born in Mexico as Maria Margarita Guadalupe Teresa Estella Castilla Bolado y O’Donnell. A professional dancer from the age of nine, she helped popularize the rumba in the early 1930s by performing in nightclubs to the music of her uncle, the bandleader Xavier Cugat. By the time she made this picture, she was already well known for her screen role in Winterset (1936), which she had also played on Broadway, and her turn in Frank Capra’s Lost Horizon (1937) as the woman who ages rapidly upon leaving Shangri-la. Miracle on Main Street is a much smaller and cheaper production than Lost Horizon, but Margo carries it with a committed performance as she evolves from stripper to clothing designer and mother. She even sings a lullaby.


There was some surprisingly interesting talent behind the camera as well. This was the first American film for the Hungarian director Steve Sekely, who had worked as a journalist in the 1920s before embarking on a filmmaking career through Europe, Mexico, and India. Cowriter Boris Ingster had roots stretching back to his work with the pioneering Sergei Eisenstein in their native Russia. Following this movie, Ingster would direct what some consider to be the first true film noir, Stranger on the Third Floor (1940).


Producer Jack Skirball would decades later become a major philanthropist with a passion for interreligious and cross-cultural programs, and Miracle on Main Street is an early example of that interest: it was produced in two languages so it could play to both English- and Spanish-speaking audiences. A former rabbi, Skirball had transitioned to film in 1933, producing short subjects and an infamous educational documentary, Birth of a Baby (1938), which was banned in several states for its explicit childbirth scenes. After taking a job as head of production at the poverty-row studio Grand National Films, he formed a subsidiary, Arcadia Pictures, to produce dual-language versions of the same scripts.


Both versions of Miracle on Main Street were shot at Grand National in the spring of 1939, with Margo starring in each. A few weeks later, Skirball resigned from the studio but continued to run Arcadia as an independent producer. When Grand National disbanded soon thereafter, he enticed Columbia to step in as Arcadia’s domestic distributor.


In September 1939, Twentieth Century–Fox released the Spanish-language version, El milagro de la calle mayor, in South American markets. The English-language version opened in the United States one month later. Reviews were mixed: “Hokum the family will enjoy,” said one. “Will please those who see it, for it has a message of happiness and hope.”


Miracle on Main Street remains decidedly rough around the edges, lacking the polish of a major studio’s resources, but it compensates with some unusually frank scenes for its time and an offbeat story that succeeds because its heart, like Maria’s, is in the right place.




Holiday Moment


On Christmas morning, Maria heads back to the church to return the baby. Once there, she is so affected by the impact of the altar display, as well as by an encounter with a woman who regrets never having had a child herself, that she is overcome by a determination to keep the baby after all and turn her life around. The Maria who exits the church is newly confident and resolute. “I’m going to look out for myself, and in my own way,” she declares. She is a changed woman, the film suggests, entirely because of the power of Christmas.
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William Collier Sr., Veda Ann Borg (left), and Wynne Gibson are cynical at first…











Bachelor Mother


Bachelor Mother (1939) was released by RKO a few weeks before Miracle on Main Street. A pleasant light comedy, it, too, is about a woman whose life turns around after she finds a baby on Christmas. But unlike Miracle on Main Street, the holiday remains a backdrop and is not centrally meaningful to the unfolding story.
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From left: Charles Coburn, Ginger Rogers, and David Niven in Bachelor Mother
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… but the baby—and Christmas—transforms everyone.





















REMEMBER THE NIGHT



Paramount, 1940 • Black and White, 94 minutes




DIRECTOR


MITCHELL LEISEN


PRODUCER


MITCHELL LEISEN


SCREENPLAY


PRESTON STURGES


STARRING






	BARBARA STANWYCK

	Lee Leander






	FRED MacMURRAY

	John Sargent






	BEULAH BONDI

	Mrs. Sargent






	ELIZABETH PATTERSON

	Aunt Emma






	STERLING HOLLOWAY

	Willie






	WILLARD ROBERTSON

	Francis X. O’Leary






	CHARLES WALDRON

	Judge






	PAUL GUILFOYLE

	District Attorney
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Fred MacMurray and Barbara Stanwyck falling in love








OVER A HOLIDAY RECESS, AN ASSISTANT DISTRICT ATTORNEY FALLS IN LOVE WITH THE WOMAN HE IS PROSECUTING.
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A happy Christmas Day with Barbara Stanwyck, Beulah Bondi, Fred MacMurray, Sterling Holloway, and Elizabeth Patterson








Remember the Night is a charmer. While it has remained for decades mysteriously under the radar, its tender romance and comedy are so skillfully blended—and its use of Christmas so poignant—that it stands among the very best holiday movies. The creative forces came together perfectly here: a witty screenplay by the great Preston Sturges, the visual touch of producer-director Mitchell Leisen, who had just made the masterful romantic comedy Midnight (1939), and the screen chemistry of Barbara Stanwyck and Fred MacMurray, so potent that the duo would team again for three more films, starting with Double Indemnity (1944).


Sturges’s story revolves around a New York assistant district attorney (MacMurray) prosecuting a shoplifter (Stanwyck) just before the holidays. Feeling sorry that she will have to spend Christmas in jail waiting for the trial to resume, he bails her out. She has nowhere to go, so he offers to drive her to her childhood home in Indiana, as it’s right on his own way. When he sees her cold and unwelcoming mother, however, he whisks Stanwyck off for Christmas at his house. Stanwyck is bowled over by the love and affection she encounters there, and she and MacMurray begin to fall in love. Hanging over both their heads is the realization that they still have to return to the city to resolve the trial. Will MacMurray purposefully blow the case? Will she let him? As Sturges himself said: “Love reformed her and corrupted him.”
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Producer-director Mitchell Leisen behind the scenes with his two stars








Christmas is key to Remember the Night. It practically defines the inner psychologies of the two main characters. For Stanwyck, there is no such thing as Christmas at home—there’s just a dead-looking house with no electricity, no smiles, a mean stepfather she’s never met, and one of the iciest moms in American cinema. (She is underplayed perfectly by Georgia Caine.) For MacMurray, Christmas equates to cheer—with a boyhood house full of light, laughter, food, music, and a kindhearted mother (the wonderful Beulah Bondi). MacMurray’s Christmas feels a bit unreal, too, which is by design: it’s the idealized, nostalgic Christmas that Stanwyck always dreamed of and finally gets to experience.


The striking visual contrast between the two houses—in terms of their design and lighting—reveals the expertise of Mitchell Leisen. A trained architect, he had worked as an art director and costume designer before starting his directing career, and he always kept a careful eye on set design and decor as tools to express his stories.


This was Leisen’s second picture with a script by Sturges, after Easy Living (1937). He trimmed many scenes before shooting and deleted a few more afterward, something that irritated Sturges and was why he resolved from then on to direct his own scripts. But Leisen was certainly intelligent enough not to make the trims haphazardly. Biographer David Chierichetti has written that Leisen reshaped the script to the personas and abilities of his two stars, which had the effect of making MacMurray less heroic and Stanwyck a bit more dominant than Sturges had envisioned.


Leisen wrapped production eight days ahead of schedule and $50,000 under budget. He attributed this not to the script pruning but to Barbara Stanwyck’s professionalism. “[She] was the greatest,” he said. “She never blew one line through the whole picture… We never once had to wait for her to finish with the hairdresser or the makeup man… She set that kind of pace and everybody worked harder, trying to outdo her.”
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Barbara Stanwyck and Fred MacMurray welcome a friend.
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Fred MacMurray plays “Swanee River” as Barbara Stanwyck and Beulah Bondi look on.
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Fred MacMurray tries to sweet-talk a small-town judge (Thomas W. Ross) while Barbara Stanwyck fires up a distraction.








Sturges often visited the set and got to know Stanwyck well. She later recounted that he was already planning to work with her again: “One day he said to me, ‘Someday I’m going to write a real screwball comedy for you.’ Remember the Night was a delightful comedy, swell for me and Fred MacMurray, but hardly a screwball, and I replied that nobody would ever think of writing anything like that for me—a murderess, sure. But he said, ‘You just wait.’” A year later, Sturges was directing Stanwyck in The Lady Eve (1941), a gem of screwball comedy that stands as one of the best movies either of them ever made.


Perhaps the only blemish on Remember the Night is its black stereotyping of a character named Rufus, MacMurray’s valet. Billed as “Snowflake,” his stage name, he is played by actor Fred Toones, a familiar face to audiences for two decades. He appeared with and without credit in more than two hundred films, many of them at Republic, where he was under contract for years.
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A pivotal moment for Fred MacMurray and Barbara Stanwyck under the watchful eyes of bit player Kate Drain Lawson








Remember the Night opened in early January 1940, the same time of year that the story within the movie winds down. The New York Times called it “the real curtain-raiser for 1940,” and the film was a hit. Preston Sturges quipped that he knew exactly why: “It had quite a lot of schmaltz, a good dose of schmertz, and just enough schmutz to make it box office.”




Holiday Moment


Of the handful of songs in this movie, the most heartwarming is “The End of a Perfect Day.” After dinner on Christmas Eve, in the living room by the tree, Stanwyck starts to play the piano. Sterling Holloway sings, the others join in, and all is right with the world.


















THE SHOP AROUND THE CORNER



MGM, 1940 • Black and White, 99 minutes




DIRECTOR


ERNST LUBITSCH


PRODUCER


ERNST LUBITSCH


SCREENPLAY


SAMSON RAPHAELSON, based on a play by NIKOLAUS LASZLO


STARRING






	MARGARET SULLAVAN

	Klara Novak






	JAMES STEWART

	Alfred Kralik






	FRANK MORGAN

	Hugo Matuschek






	JOSEPH SCHILDKRAUT

	Ferencz Vadas






	SARA HADEN

	Flora






	FELIX BRESSART

	Pirovitch






	WILLIAM TRACY

	Pepi Katona






	INEZ COURTNEY

	Ilona
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The chemistry of Margaret Sullavan and James Stewart was “red-hot,” according to Louis B. Mayer.








BICKERING COWORKERS AT A BUDAPEST STORE DON’T REALIZE THEY ARE FALLING FOR EACH OTHER AS ANONYMOUS PEN PALS.


One of the great romantic comedies, The Shop Around the Corner is also a sparkling holiday film. It’s set in the weeks leading up to Christmas, which takes on a steadily increasing visual presence while the central relationship between Klara (Margaret Sullavan) and Alfred (James Stewart) intensifies, too. When the yuletide imagery eventually fills the screen, for the story’s final act set on Christmas Eve, their relationship reaches a tipping point. The irony is that for this couple, an “intensifying” relationship means growing irritation. As coworkers at a Budapest dry-goods store, they have been quarreling with each other nonstop. What they don’t know is that as anonymous pen pals, they have also been falling deeply in love.


Beneath the humor of that setup is a poignant reality—that these bickering characters are actually sensitive souls yearning for connection. At a certain point, Alfred figures out that Klara is his secret pen-pal lover, and he is profoundly moved by the realization. He now sees her, and himself, in a new light. He tries to express this with the tender line: “People seldom go to the trouble of scratching the surface of things to find the inner truth.” But Klara, still in the dark about the situation, brings the moment back to comedy: “Well, I really wouldn’t care to scratch your surface, Mr. Kralik.”
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Some of the Matuschek and Company “family”: Inez Courtney, James Stewart, William Tracy, Sara Haden, and Felix Bressart








If any filmmaker could navigate such complicated layers of subtext in a story, a scene, or a single dialogue exchange, it was Ernst Lubitsch, Hollywood’s reigning master of sophisticated comedy. He considered The Shop Around the Corner his proudest accomplishment, later writing, “Never did I make a picture in which the atmosphere and the characters were truer.” His interest went beyond just the Klara-Alfred romance; the film is also the story of the entire group of employees at Matuschek and Company, from Mr. Matuschek on down to Pepi the errand boy. They all have their workplace crises and interpersonal dramas, but deep down they are like a family, a sentiment that comes to dominate. This subject matter was deeply personal for Lubitsch, who made this film as a way to pay tribute to his own father’s long-ago shop in Berlin, where Lubitsch had worked as a boy.
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Frank Morgan as Mr. Matuschek amid the snowy Christmas rush








The movie originated as a Hungarian play, Parfumerie. Lubitsch bought the rights in 1938, intending to make it as an independent production. Frequent writing collaborator Samson Raphaelson turned it into a screenplay, but Lubitsch had trouble finding a studio willing to collaborate until he agreed to direct Ninotchka (1939) for MGM—with the provision that the deal also include Parfumerie.


Lubitsch always wanted Stewart and Sullavan for his leads. In their two previous pairings, they had displayed that most precious of screen commodities: chemistry. As Louis B. Mayer said upon viewing their second film, The Shopworn Angel (1938), “Why, they’re red-hot when they get in front of a camera. I don’t know what the hell it is, but it sure jumps off the screen.” Lubitsch admired how generous they were as actors, never trying to upstage each other. The stars were old friends from their East Coast theater days. Sullavan had gone to Hollywood first and quickly become a star; when Stewart arrived, she helped him refine his acting for the camera and even demanded that Universal cast him in their first pairing, Next Time We Love (1936). By The Shop Around the Corner, Stewart was a major star himself. He always had a real-life crush on Sullavan, once saying that he would never marry until he found a girl like her. (He did marry, in 1949.)


The rest of the cast is filled with superb supporting players such as Felix Bressart, as Stewart’s fellow employee and best friend, and Joseph Schildkraut as a pompous clerk. Pervasive bit player Charles Halton turns up as an investigator—he would later appear in It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) as the bank examiner—but the scene stealer here is Frank Morgan, in perhaps his finest hour. Best known as the wizard in The Wizard of Oz (1939), Morgan was an omnipresent character actor stretching from the silent era to his death in 1949, with a constant churn of secondary roles in major films and leading roles in smaller ones. As Mr. Matuschek, he shades his usual comic bumbler with tenderness and heartbreak as he learns that his wife is having an affair.
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Producer-director Ernst Lubitsch chats on set with Frank Morgan and James Stewart.
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James Stewart contemplates entering the café where Margaret Sullavan awaits.
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Margaret Sullavan and James Stewart start out hating each other.








Because most of the film is set in the shop, Lubitsch was able to shoot in sequence, helping the actors build their performances more fluidly. The movie premiered at Radio City Music Hall and became a major hit. In later years it was remade as In the Good Old Summertime (1949), a musical with Judy Garland and Van Johnson, and You’ve Got Mail (1998), starring Meg Ryan and Tom Hanks, but the original has endured best. No doubt this is due to the unique wit and sensitivity of Ernst Lubitsch, especially his talent for finding the compassion lurking beneath the most guarded of human facades.


TCM’s Robert Osborne often cited The Shop Around the Corner as his own favorite holiday movie. “It automatically puts me in a jolly yuletime mood,” he once said. “But it doesn’t have to be Christmas to really love this film.”






[image: image]

Christmas decor pops up more frequently as the story—and the Stewart/Sullavan relationship—intensifies.










Holiday Moment


When Mr. Matuschek realizes that both he and Rudy, the new errand boy, have no place to go on Christmas Eve, he invites him to an impromptu dinner. Frank Morgan’s enthusiasm is heartwarming, and his fervent recitation of the dinner menu alone is sure to leave anyone hungry.
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