
SOME LIKE IT HOT
USA 

BILLY WILDER

In 1958, Tony Curtis was at a Hollywood party when Billy 
Wilder took him aside. Wilder was planning a film about 
two musicians who dress up as women to join an all-girl 
band, and he asked Curtis to play one of the musicians. 
Curtis was overjoyed, but he wasn’t sure why such 
an illustrious writer-director would want to use him. 
“You’re the handsomest kid in this town,” said Wilder. 
“Who else am I going to use?”

Wilder’s glittering masterpiece doesn’t just use the 
handsomest kid in town (and a terrific actor, to boot), 
but its most radiant sex symbol, Marilyn Monroe, and 
one of its most dexterous comedians, Jack Lemmon. It 
also has a bevy of bathing beauties, a crowd of sinister 
mafiosi, a glamorous seaside setting in the roaring ‘20s, 
and a sizzling selection of songs.

It is structured so meticulously that it glides from 
moment to moment with the elegance of an Olympic 
figure skater, and the consummate screwball dialogue, 
by Wilder and IAL Diamond, is so polished that every line 
includes either a joke, a double meaning, or an allusion 
to a line elsewhere in the film. To quote one character, 
it’s a riot of “spills, thrills, laughs and games”. To quote 
another, it deserves to be “the biggest thing since the 
Graf Zeppelin”. So why was it chosen as the best com-
edy ever made? Simple. What else were we going to 
choose?

There’s more to Some Like It Hot than its sparkling 
surface, though. As well as being a romantic comedy, a 
buddy movie, a crime caper, and a musical, the film is an 

anthem in praise of tolerance, acceptance, and the pos-
sibility of transformation. It’s an anthem that we need 
to hear now more than ever.

Wilder has a reputation for dark, cynical films (see 
also Sunset Boulevard and Double Indemnity), and 
Some Like It Hot could be categorised as one of them. 
But it has so much warmth that it carries the viewer up-
wards like a hot-air balloon. Rather than condemning 
its unscrupulous anti-heroes, it respects them and sym-
pathises with them in a way which must have seemed 
radical in 1959, and which seems more radical nearly six 
decades later.

Just imagine how the film’s scenario would be treat-
ed in a Hollywood comedy today. Joe and Jerry would 
be punished for their deceit. Sugar would have to catch 
Joe out, and he would have to apologise, and the viewer 
would have to sit through a montage of their shared 
misery before she forgave him. He and Jerry would then 
use their talent for duplicity to extract a confession from 
Spats Colombo. And, of course, Jerry and Osgood’s het-
erosexuality would be vigorously reaffirmed. Think of 
Judd Apatow’s comedies, for example. They all conclude 
that it’s amusing for “laws, conventions” to be flouted 
for a while, just as long as they’re put firmly back in 
place before the end credits roll.

Nicholas Barber, 
BBC Culture’s 100 greatest comedy films poll, 2017.
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