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CHRISTMAS FILMS

It’s a Wonderful Life

Frank Capra cleared his throat, and began. The war was over and he was
anxious to make another movie. In early October 1945, he approached Lew
Wasserman, James Stewart’s agent at MCA, telling him that he wanted to
sketch out for Jimmy the idea for a flm he had just bought. Capra recalled that
‘Wasserman said Stewart would gladly play the part without hearing the story.
But linsisted. If Jimmy was as scared as | was about making another film 1’d
like to know it.” Out of practice, demobbed, uncertain, Capra fretted over
whether he could still make a great fiction film. He invited Stewart and
Wasserman to his business colleague Samuel Briskin’s apartment. There he
blundered through what now seemed the sappy tale of a desperate small-town
man, redeemed by an angel granting his wish that he had never been born.
Capra lost faith in the plot even as he laid it out, and it abruptly struck him as
‘the lousiest piece of shit I've ever heard’. According to Capra, the pitch
bombed: Wasserman was ‘dying’, and ‘Jimmy doesn’t want to hear [the]
story’. And yet, Stewart did want to hear the story. Rather than letting the
project give up the ghost, the actor phoned the next morning and persuaded
Capra to make the fim.

Or so the tale goes. As with much else about /t’s a Wonderful Life, it’s hard to
disentangle fact from legend. A contemporary interview provides another origin
myth, with Capra pitching the flm to Stewart, and Stewart being the one who
was baffled, declaring, ‘I can’t make head or tail of the damn thing’. The gossip
columnist Hedda Hopper had Stewart nevertheless teling Capra that same
night, ‘It’s for me’, even as he feared that he could no longer act.

In retrospect, Capra’s hesitancy seems absurd, hanging back on the cusp of
making one of the greatest American fims. He would encapsulate in this one
piece those obsessions that characterised the quintessential Capra movie:
the run on the bank (American Madness), the self-help cooperative scheme
(Mr. Deeds Goes to Town), friends rallying round with financial help in a crisis
(You Can’t Take It with You), contemplated suicide and a Christmas Eve
dénouement (Meet John Doe). It's a Wonderful Life offers the culmination of
the Capraesqgue; he had become his own richest source.

And yet, that loss of faith in the story proves a significant collapse. For Capra
was going to challenge himself and his audience in ways that outstripped
anything he had done before or would attempt again. He was going to sell a
conundrum to the public, a dazzlingly strange movie at once uncanny and
homely, which reaches down to despair and yet still touches joy.

The Christmas card

One February morning in 1938, while he was shaving, a story came to Philip
Van Doren Stern, a historian, biographer and novelist: a man would be saved
by his guardian angel, having gimpsed how life would have been had he never
been born. Stern quickly washed and promptly sketched out a two-page
outline of the idea. He then shelved it for a year, before endeavouring to make
something of it. In the spring of 1943 he tried again, only now adding the
Christmas background and titling it ‘The Greatest Gift’. He had 200 copies
printed up as a brief pamphlet, posting these to friends as Christmas cards.
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The tale that Stern dreamt up was a simple one. One Christmas, George Pratt,
a small-town banker, stands on a bridge, contemplating suicide. A stranger’s
‘queer voice’ interrupts him, and he finds himself confronted by an
unremarkable angel. The angel begs him to consider his wife, Mary Thatcher,
and his mother. However, George has lost himself in ennui, dragged down by
being merely ordinary, and so he wishes that he had never been born;
immediately, the angel grants him that wish. The angel presents him with a bag
of brushes to sell. Walking into town, George discovers that Marty Jenkins, the
man who now has George’s job, has absconded with $40,000 and broken the
bank. Another man, Marty’s hard-drinking brother, Art Jenkins, has married
Mary; they have two children together. Years ago, without George there to
save him, George’s brother, Harry, drowned. The nightmare of not being
recognised lies at the tale’s heart. George sees Mary’s other children, and the
young boy shoots him with a toy gun, crying out, ‘“You're dead!” The unnamed
angel tells him, “You're the freest man on earth now. You have no ties. You can
go anywhere — do anything. What more can you possibly want?’ George begs
to be given back his life as it was, and as it’s Christmas Eve, the angel grants
this second wish. George runs back to his family, and, immeasurably relieved,
finds they are still there for him: ‘I thought I’d lost you,’ he says. ‘Oh, Mary, I'd
thought I'd lost you.’

Stern posted one of his ‘Christmas cards’ to his Hollywood agent, Shirley
Collier. She passed it on to the studios, and Stern found himself seling the tale
for $10,000 to RKO, a deal apparently struck at Cary Grant’s insistence. Stern
also sold it to Good Housekeeping, under the title, “The Man Who Never Was’;
in 1945, under its original title, it was published as a short book.

That Christmas of 1943, the Story Department at Paramount Pictures put a
copy of Van Doren Stern’s story into circulation. Above the title, ‘The Greatest
Gift’, at some point, in brackets, someone scrawled ‘It's a Wonderful Life’.

On 26 February 1944, Ray Spencer at Paramount wrote out a synopsis of
Stern’s story, designating it as ‘Drama; Fantasy’, and the period it was set in as
the ‘Present’. Spencer judged it to be a ‘very charming short story’, but one
that would work best in an ‘episodic picture like the Tales of Manhattan.

But whether it should be made the basis of a full-length screenplay is a

moot question.’

Extracted from It’s a Wonderful Life by Michael Newton (BFI Film Classics, 2023).
Reproduced by kind permission of Bloomsbury Publishing. ©Michael Newton
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