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Incidentally, Ginger’s real-life mother Lela Rogers plays her mother in the film. The role of
Susan/Sue-Sue also gave her the chance to remind audiences of her dancing during the
college ball, coupled with many of the pubescent Astaires.

As for Ginger’s male co-star, Wilder wanted Cary Grant, but he was unavailable. (The closest
Wilder came to working with Grant was with Tony Curtis’ imitation of the star’s singular
accent in Some Like It Hot) Ray Milland was the breezy, sophisticated leading man at
Paramount, whom Wilder had already met during the making of Leisen’s Arise, My Love
(1940). Although Milland rhymes with bland, Wilder first saw a darker side of the actor
(before Alfred Hitchcock and Roger Corman) by giving him his Oscar-winning role of the
desperate alcoholic in The Lost Weekend (1945). (Actually, Wilder wanted José Ferrer for
the part, but the studio refused.)

Wilder’s debut film was a commercial and critical success despite his not yet having gained
any audience recognition as an auteur. (Few filmgoers paid any attention to or cared who
wrote screenplays.) It was the highly paid Rogers who would be the prime box-office
attraction of the film. On the film’s first release, Bosley Crowther of The New York Times,
wrote: “When a full-grown young lady dons a kid’s clothes to play a little girl, it makes a
delightful idea for a very cunning film... mainly because Ginger Rogers is the lady who dons
the clothes, and also because Billy Wilder and Charles Brackett are two fast boys with a
script.” It was the start of a long Hollywood career over the course of which Wilder received
an incredible eight Academy Award nominations for Best Director, (second only to William
Wyler who had 12). He was also nominated 12 times for his co-written screenplays.

In a chapter of his 1968 book The American Cinema: Directors and Directions called “Less
Than Meets The Eye”, The American auteurist critic Andrew Sarris described Wilder as “too
cynical to believe his own cynicism.” Sarris later famously recanted, upgrading Wilder to
the “pantheon” and apologized for his negative remarks. Wilder was admired as an auteur
by the young Turks of Cahiers du Cinema, who put a still from Sunset Boulevard (1950) on
the cover of its first edition in 1951.
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The sexual innuendo turns out to be a reference to an envelope containing the exact
amount of cash she has saved for her train fare home. Unfortunately, she did not take
inflation into account, hence the juvenile disguise. At Grand Central, in order to get her half-
fare ticket, she heads for the women’s lounge where she rejuvenates herself by rubbing
off her makeup, rolls up her skirt, cuts stockings into socks and braids her hair. From here
on, Wilder demands a giant-sized suspension of disbelief from the audience. He asks us to
accept that the 30-year-old Rogers could pass as a 12-year-old moppet almost throughout
the entire picture. One could argue that a less voluptuous star, for example Audrey Hepburn,
would have been more convincing as a child. However, that would have spoilt Wilder’s edgy
sex game. (Actually, Hepburn happened to be 12 at the time of the shoot.) It is a tribute to
Rogers that she is able to create this ambivalence.

From the start of Rogers’ transformation, there are characters who see through her
masquerade, except the major, who has conveniently been given ‘a bum eye’ that has kept
him out of active military duty. Later, by closing one eye, he sees Sue-Sue as an attractive
woman, which both delights and disturbs him. When the staff on the train question Susan’s
half-fare ticket, the ‘little girl’ tells them that she is of Swedish stock and that all her family
is tall. This gives Wilder the chance of an in-joke. When asked by the conductor to say
something in Swedish, Sue-Sue replies “| vant to be alone.” The staff begrudgingly accept
her explanation until they give chase after she is caught smoking in the observation car.

Having taken refuge in the nearest compartment, which happens to belong to handsome
Major Kirby, she tells him that she was scared of the conductor and she couldn’t sleep.
Instead of contacting the authorities, he innocently, against all the rules of social propriety,
allows her to stay the night. (It seems as though the Hays office was equally hoodwinked by
the mischievous Wilder.) Kirby is so understanding, unlike the jerks she had to deal with as
an adult, that she begins to fall for him. She tells him to call her Sue-Sue, while he asks her
to call him Uncle Philip. “Just let me know if you have trouble with your buttons,” he says as
she changes into her nightie. They go to sleep in their separate berths until a thunderstorm
wakes her up. To calm her nerves, he slips into her bed and rocks her to sleep. Viewing the
movie today, a quite valid question arises: does he suspect that she is a grown woman, but
continues the charade for his own perverse gratification?
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The next morning, Pamela (Rita Johnson), Philip’s rich fiancée, turns up on the train. It is
characteristic of Wilder’s plot devices that he uses the storm to wake Sue-Sue up so that
she can be comforted by Philip, and also as the cause of flooding which holds up the train,
allowing Pamela time to discover a woman in a berth in her fiancé’s compartment. When
she catches a glimpse of Susan in the berth, she immediately jumps to the wrong/right
conclusion that Philip has spent the night with a woman and flees in shock. Knowing he
is in deep trouble, he persuades Sue-Sue to come to the military school with him so that
Pamela and the school board could see how innocent he was. When they see Sue-Sue,
instead of being even more shocked, they are all relieved that she is only a child. This is a
stark case of the relative naiveté of Hollywood in the 1940s and that of the more cynical
1970s when the pedophilic subtext would have been more explicit.

Pamela turns out to be the villain of the piece by attempting to use her influence to stop
Philip going off to war. This is Wilder and Brackett’s uncharacteristic way of saying that
Pamela was being unpatriotic, even though there is the unspoken likelihood that he might
never return. It was one of Wilder’s rare overt references to current events apart from his
two Berlin-set movies, A Foreign Affair (1948) and One, Two, Three (1961).

Sue-Sue gets installed as a guest at the military academy, sharing a room with Pamela’s
younger sister Lucy (16-year-old Diana Lynn). In the first few minutes of meeting Sue-
Sue, Lucy sees through the disguise. “Cut the baby talk,” she says. The two of them keep
the secret between them for different reasons. At the same time, Philip shows signs of
jealousy when several of the teenage cadets make a play for Sue-Sue, who has become
quite coquettish beyond her years. Having fought off the wolves of Manhattan, Susan finds
herself being pursued by the 300 wolf cubs of the school. (Today, we know that many of
them might end up as cannon fodder.)

There are number of one-shots, breaking the fourth wall, with Milland seemingly
communicating his emotions directly to the audience, dispelling any doubts about his
closeted feelings for Sue-Sue. Philip’s jealousy leads him to give his ‘niece’ an awkward
avuncular talk on the facts of life, using moths and a lightbulb as a metaphor. This is later
used visually when Susan is back home in boring Stevenson, lowa, staring at moths around
the porch light.

The denouement sees Philip, who has stopped by in Stevenson on his way to being shipped
overseas, “so that this country can be spared what happened to France”, having discovered
that the child has become a sexy woman, in a last (and first) guiltiess embrace between
the two adults.
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In a 2018 Guardian article entitled 7ime's finally up for Hollywood'’s Lolita Complex, Molly
Haskell writes: “It is no longer possible to rationalize as consensual certain egregious
pairings, or to accept with equanimity the sexualization of underage performers.” She goes
on to state that “nymphetmania has a long and hoary pedigree in Hollywood” from Shirley
Temple to Jodie Foster’s child prostitute in Taxi Driver (1976). On the way, she calls Wilder
“a taboo-teaser by trade... and a specialist in age disparity themes,” offering The Major and
the Minor as evidence. What she fails to mention is that Wilder constantly and farcically
reminds the audience that Ginger is not a child and can look after herself. Nevertheless,
many years later, Wilder claimed, no doubt with his tongue in his cheek, that The Major and
the Minor “was the first American film about pedophilia.” But Wilder’s saving grace is the
witty script, the cleverly wrought plot and the sparkling playing, all kept at a light-hearted
pace. As Wilder once remarked in an Oscar Wildean epigram, “If there’s anything | hate
more than not being taken seriously, it’s being taken too seriously.”

Ronald Bergan is a film historian, critic and lecturer who is presently visiting professor at the Film and TV School
of the Academy of Performing Arts in Prague. A regular contributor to The Guardian, he has written many books
including The Eyewitness Guide To Film, Sergei Eisenstein: A Life in Conflict, Jean Renoir: Projections of Paradise,
The Coen and y Perkins: A Life.




ABOUT THE RESTORATION
The Major and the Minor has been exclusively restored by Arrow Films and is presented in

its original aspect ratio of 1.37:1, with mono audio.

The original 35mm camera negative was scanned in 2K resolution on an Arriscan at NBC
Universal. The film was graded and restored at Dragon DI, Wales. Picture grading was
completed on a Pablo Rio system and restoration was completed using a combination of
PFClean and Revival software.

The audio was remastered from the restored combined mono track by NBC Universal.
Restoration supervised by James White, Arrow Films

Dragon DI
Mylene Bradford, Paul Wright, Owain Morgan, Khristian Hawkes

NBC Universal
Peter Schade, Tim Naderski, Jefferson Root, John Edell

All materials for this restoration were made available by NBC Universal.
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Disc and Booklet Produced by James Blackford
Executive Producers Kevin Lambert, Francesco Simeoni
Technical Producer James White
QC Nora Mehenni, Alan Simmons
Production Assistant Samuel Thiery
Blu-ray Mastering and Subtitling The Engine House Media Services
Design Obviously Creative

Alex Agran, Geoff Andrew, Ronald Bergan, Adrian Martin,
Magdalena Medved, Jon Robertson, Neil Sinyard
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