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Miracle on 34th Street














When four versions of the same story are made over the course of 47 years, you know it’s playing well in Peoria. Miracle on 34th Street (George Seaton, 1947) enchanted Americans with its inspirational theme of Santa taking on a cynical world, but as TCM writer David Humphrey explains, it very nearly didn’t get to the screen.





Miracle on 34th Street caught the spirit of the time when it was released in 1947. The baby boom was well under way with the return of millions of GIs from overseas, and any picture with a yuletide theme was guaranteed to bring “oohs” and aahs” from the legions of young Americans newly-introduced to parenthood. Moreover, with the Cold War looming, the US embraced sentiment to take its mind off a grey, depressing world. It certainly got it in this film, remade in 1994 and twice the subject of TV movies (in 1959 and 1973): six decades on it still ranks ninth on the American Film Institute's 100 Most Inspiring Movies of All Time.


The plot has everything you could hope for in a Christmas fable: mystery, suspense, anguish and – finally – the triumph of hope over cynicism. The film opens with the Macy's Department Store Thanksgiving Day parade in New York, where the actor playing Santa is discovered to be drunk by a bewhiskered old man bearing a suspicious resemblance to the North Pole’s celebrity resident (portrayed by the marvellous Edmund Gwenn): Macy’s special events director, tough Doris Walker (Maureen O’Hara) is so impressed she talks him into taking the inebriate’s place. The new Santa proves to be a huge hit and is hired to perform the role at Macy's flagship store. So far, so charming: but then Doris is disturbed to learn that he calls himself Kris Kringle and claims to be Santa Claus in real life. This is anathema to dyed-in-the-wool cynic Doris, who has tried to persuade her daughter, Susan (played by eight-year-old Natalie Wood), to follow her lead and adopt a jaundiced attitude towards such matters. However Susan begins to notice there is indeed something different about Kris: he’s determined to preserve the magic of the season from the threat of commercialism, and he’s succeeding too. But a psychologist takes a different view and Kris is confined to a psychiatric ward. The outlook for the sunny senior citizen looks bleak until Doris' friend, Fred Gaily (John Payne), agrees to represent him in a fight to secure his release. In a courtroom showdown, Fred has to persuade the authorities that Kris is sane because he is, no less, the real Santa Claus. 


What makes Miracle on 34th Street stand apart is that it is no candy-coated confection with a gooey, hollow core: it explores issues such as the power of big business, religious organisations and the trade unions; political clout, consumerism and the corrosiveness of cynicism. Valentine Davies’ story and the screen adaptation by director George Seaton contain lines that stay in the memory for days afterwards: take this knockout piece of writing (the words are spoken to Judge Henry Harper by Charles Halloran):


 “All right, you go back and tell them that the New York State Supreme Court rules there's no Santa Claus. It's all over the papers. The kids read it and they don't hang up their stockings. Now what happens to all the toys that are supposed to be in those stockings? Nobody buys them. The toy manufacturers are going to like that; so they have to lay off a lot of their employees, union employees. Now you got the CIO and the AF of L against you and they're going to adore you for it and they're going to say it with votes. Oh, and the department stores are going to love you too and the Christmas card makers and the candy companies. Ho ho. Henry, you're going to be an awful popular fella. And what about the Salvation Army? Why, they got a Santa Claus on every corner, and they're taking a fortune. But you go ahead Henry, you do it your way. You go on back in there and tell them that you rule there is no Santy Claus. Go on. But if you do, remember this: you can count on getting just two votes, your own and that district attorney's out there."  


In Britain, The Man in the White Suit (1951) and I’m All Right Jack (1959) probably come closest to this one-guy-takes-on-the-world theme, but without the added ingredient of Christmas. Studio boss Darryl F. Zanuck was endearingly Scrooge-like with this movie: he insisted it be released in May because more people went to the movies during the summer, and his publicity people were ordered to keep quiet about the fact that it was a Christmas film. He had actually opposed the movie from the outset because of what he perceived as its corniness, only giving it the go-ahead after wringing an agreement out of George Seaton to accept his next three assignments unconditionally. � HYPERLINK "http://uk.imdb.com/name/nm0000058/" �Maureen O'Hara� was also less than won over and was forced into her role against her will: the fiery colleen had just returned to her native Eire before being called back to America for the film (but she did change her mind after reading the script). All in all, it was, perhaps, a miracle it was made at all, but when it collected three Oscars at the 1948 ceremony, even Zanuck had to admit it was something special.


Further reading: Memo From Darryl F Zanuck: The Golden Years at Twentieth Century Fox by Rudy Behlmer (Grove Press); ‘Tis Herself: An Autobiography by Maureen O’Hara and John Nicoletti (Simon & Schuster).





ESCAPE TO A WORLD OF FILM THIS DECEMBER WITH TCM.





For the festive fortnight from 23rd December – 5th January TCM reserves the 3pm slot every day for Christmas Crooners, musical favourites including High Society on 30th December and Singin’ in the Rain on New Year’s Day. At 9pm TCM has set aside a slot for those less festive, in Criminal Christmas with the first three films from the Lethal Weapon series back to back on New Year’s Eve and Harrison Ford on the run in The Fugitive on Christmas Day.


On TCM 2 there’s a Classical Christmas fortnight featuring epic Gone With The Wind at 7pm on Boxing Day, The Wonderful World of The Brothers Grimm at 7pm on 31st December and Mogambo at 7pm on 2nd January. Also on TCM 2 catch a night of silent films with Silent Night on 28th December including Erich von Stroheim’s Greed at 7pm followed by Greta Garbo in Flesh and The Devil at 10pm.
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Film note written by Kirsty Fairclough, Lecturer in Media and Performance, University of Salford





























