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Preface





This story begins in the early 1980s at the Maison Française, Oxford, an institution established after the Second World War to encourage cultural exchange between Britain and France. Just a short walk from the college where I was a student, the Maison used to put on free film shows, which included some well-known titles of recent French cinema but also several obscure ones from its past. So I can recall one evening seeing the super-cool Diva of Jean-Jacques Beineix; and on another, a stiff but rather charming colour production of La Princesse de Clèves, directed by Jean Delannoy in 1960. I knew neither of the directors’ names, since the French cinema in an English-speaking country was then – as now – an acquired taste beyond the ken of most twenty-year-olds. But the great value of the Maison was to put in place some basis for future appreciation.


In January 2010 the death of the film director Eric Rohmer – whose work afforded perhaps the most permanent backdrop to my love of French films – reminded me that it was the Maison that had first introduced me to him. Indeed, such is the sense I have now of having come full circle that it seems rather timely to describe that first encounter of nearly thirty years ago, which, in crystallising a certain attitude and atmosphere, offers a good insight into what this book is about.


So back to that evening at the Maison Française, in 1981 or ’82, when I first saw Le Signe du lion. The free admission, the 16mm projector, the portable screen fixed to a tripod, even the scraping of our chairs on the parquet floor, all contributed to the sense of an occasion for devotees and enthusiasts, which with hindsight suited the strange film that followed, with its minimal plot but gripping account of one man’s fall. Black and white, and filmed on the streets of late-1950s Paris, it was bracingly austere compared to the mainstream British or American films I had previously been used to.


A penniless American musician, Pierre, who lives in Paris, discovers that his aunt has left him a fortune. He is delighted by the news and, full of New World openness, throws a party for his sophisticated Parisian friends. Weeks go by. It turns out that his aunt has left her fortune to his cousin and cut him off completely. Heavily in debt, he is forced to give up his apartment. While his well-heeled friends leave the city for the month of August, he slides into destitution. With the softness of his over-privileged upbringing, he is poorly equipped to grapple with his desperate situation and continues to look for handouts rather than make any serious effort to earn his own way. When someone suggests that he use his talents and busk for some money, he answers, ‘I’ve never made a penny from my music and it’s not going to change now.’ Some innate sense of failure seems to drive him on down. A deus ex machina ending, in which Pierre’s cousin is killed in a motor accident and the inheritance reverts to him, serves only to sharpen this portrait of a failure.


As he tramps the streets, he vents his anger on the pitiless stone of the city’s buildings and bridges. ‘Salteté de pierre, salteté de pierre,’ he mutters, words that are also a curse against himself.*


So different from anything I had seen before, this spectacle of a man entirely at the mercy of fortune kept me under its spell long after I left the Maison. I hadn’t heard of the director before and it was twenty years too early to Google the name. So when I got back to college, I looked him up in the only book on the cinema I then possessed, Halliwell’s Filmgoer’s Companion. 


The entry was admirably succinct: ‘Rohmer, Eric (1920– ) (Jean Maurice Scherer). French director of rarefied conversation pieces.’


But what I had seen was elemental rather than rarefied, and, as Pierre wandered the streets of Paris mostly on his own, the opportunities for conversation were very limited.


So the next day, I made a visit to the library in an effort to solve the mystery behind this peculiar film. In Cinema: A Critical Dictionary Molly Haskell described ‘a technically accomplished, uningratiating picture which had a small succès d’estime but no commercial career’. In the Biographical Dictionary of the Cinema, David Thomson offered more information, but also what seemed an important insight. ‘Le Signe du lion’, he wrote, ‘speaks much more directly of Rohmer the Parisian scraping money together to buy filmstock.’ Le Signe du lion was startling for being so personal. When Rohmer made the film in 1959, he was about the same age as his hapless hero, at a turning point in his life, hoping to make a success out of a creative pursuit in a way that Pierre had failed to do.


From the snippets of information in these dictionaries a fascinating picture was beginning to emerge of individual will-power. ‘No commercial career’ was another way of saying that Rohmer’s first feature film had been a flop. But he did not give up. Quoting the director himself, the Biographical Dictionary described Rohmer’s decision to announce a series of six films, The Moral Tales:




I thought audiences and producers would be more likely to accept my idea in this form than in another. Instead of asking myself what subjects were most likely to appeal to audiences, I persuaded myself that the best thing would be to treat the same subject six times over. In the hope that by the sixth time the audience would come to me!





It seemed an impressive example of faith and tenacity of purpose that made up for all Pierre’s self-doubt and defeatism, but also provided an example of a cinema that operated in a very different way from that of Hollywood. It suggested that ‘ars gratia artis’ might be more than just a company slogan.


Many years later I learned just how great the effort of will must have been to make those six films. There was no MGM to support Rohmer. So he founded a small company, Films de Losange, to produce them. Barely longer than twenty minutes, the first, La Boulangère de Monceau (1963), was shot on 16mm. There was no money to spare for a professional actor, so the leading player was his partner in the company, Barbet Schroeder, a young man in his early twenties who had written articles for the magazine that Rohmer then edited, Cahiers du Cinéma.


The need for economy meant rarely shooting more than one take and relying on post-synchronisation rather than direct sound. The result was little more than an amateur film, which must have felt like something of a backward step after the professional production of Le Signe du lion, but the conviction and style with which it was made gave weight to its slight story. A shy student falls in love with a woman he encounters in the street. Just as he begins to get to know her a little, she disappears. While he looks for her in the days that follow, he begins a flirtation with a shop girl in a bakery, which serves only to confirm his commitment to the first woman when she finally reappears. It may have been only a ‘short’, which very few people would have had a chance to see, but with its blueprint of the romantic triangle that underpinned all the six tales that Rohmer wanted to film it provided a platform for an increase in ambition. And the next effort, La Carrière de Suzanne (1963) – still 16mm and black and white, but nearly a whole hour now – was a stepping-stone to the feature-length La Collectioneuse (1967).


This third tale should have been, according to Rohmer’s original scheme, the fourth in the series after Ma nuit chez Maud (1969), but yet again the practicalities of no-budget film-making intervened: Rohmer shot it first because the single location at a villa near St-Tropez made it possible to eke out the meagre resources of a production that was made, in the words of one of its actors, American film critic Eugene Archer, ‘on credit and little else’.1


If Ma nuit chez Maud marked Rohmer’s emergence at last as a major international film-maker, the availability of a significant budget and the presence of a box-office star in Jean-Louis Trintignant were clearly significant factors in the recognition that the film received. But what seemed much more interesting to me was the attitude that had got Rohmer to this point, after so many years of struggle, as well as the cultural network that was able to support him when the commercial film industry would not. It is this different operating system – which throws into such sharp relief our Hollywood-dominated, English-language cinema – that I would like to explore in this book. It matters, I think, because perhaps no other country, from the earliest years of the cinema’s existence to the present day, has done so much to defend the intrinsic worth of an extraordinary medium. 




Notes


1 New York Times, 30 July 1967









* The English subtitles, ‘Bloody stone, bloody stone!’, offer an example of how much can be lost in translation.
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Light and Magic
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Sortie de l’usine Lumière à Lyon (1895) 





It is the evening of 28 December 1895. In the Grand Café on the Boulevard des Capucines an audience has gathered for the first public showing of the Lumière Brothers’ Cinématographe. On the programme are ten short films, each less than a minute long. The very first of these, called Sortie de l’usine Lumière à Lyon, shows the Lumières’ staff leaving work at the end of the day. The heavy wooden doors swinging back suggest the lid of a Pandora’s box. This is the moment it released all the marvels and ills of the moving image. With more than a whole century between then and now, it is difficult to appreciate the original power of the contrast between that first static image of the closed doors and the spontaneous, random motion that then pours forth.


The Lumière brothers for the first time capture the poetry of everyday life on the screen. They filmed the sequence more than once. In one of the retakes – or remakes – you can see Auguste Lumière emerge from the factory just before the gates close at the very end of the film. Having spent so much of his time thinking about the device, perhaps it should not be a surprise that he is aware of the camera in a way that none of the workers is, looking at it a couple of times with a quizzical stare before moving on out of the frame, looking too at his brother, Louis, who is standing behind the camera, turning the handle.


For people who love the cinema, this spot must be a special place. Today, the old factory is home to the Institut Lumière, which is devoted to celebrating what the Lumières started. You can walk through the wooden shed that you see in the film – or rather the salvaged remains, suspended in a modern framework of concrete, steel and glass – to a cinema. Each of the 269 seats inside carries the name of one of the world’s great cineastes, and it is an irresistible guessing game to anticipate who has been included. But right away, just taking in a few chance names – D. W. Griffith, Charlie Chaplin, Akira Kurosawa, Satyajit Ray – you can grasp the international nature of the commemoration. The world’s cinema matters to France, just as French cinema ought to matter to the world.


It’s perhaps some measure of French cultural arrogance that the road outside the old Lumière factory was renamed the rue du Premier-Film. It requires only the most cursory acquaintance with early film history to know this to be literally untrue. The first ‘film’ – as opposed to photographic plate – was introduced by George Eastman in 1889 for his Kodak camera. Many attempts were then made by various inventors both in Europe and America to use that film to record moving images, but it was the Edison Kinetograph camera that in 1891 first employed perforated celluloid film for the accurate registration of images and transport through a camera. It was the commercial appearance of Edison’s Kinetoscope in Europe in 1894 that then caused Auguste and Louis Lumière – who both worked for the family business of manufacturing photographic materials – to conduct their own experiments in moving images.1 Even if the American cinema would eventually come to achieve overwhelming dominance, it is important to note a persisting pattern that could be detected from the very outset: the cinema was – and still is – a symbiotic relationship of rivalry and occasional cooperation between competing powers.


There are two versions contemporary to the time of how the Lumières came to perfect their invention. Charles Moisson, the chief mechanic of the Lumière factory, wrote in 1930 that the Lumières’ father, Antoine, who founded the family photographic business, came into his office one day in the summer of 1894. Antoine took a piece of the Kinetoscope film, Barbershop Scene, out of his pocket, saying to Louis, ‘This is what you have to make, because Edison sells this at insane prices and the agents are trying to make films here in France so they can get them cheaper.’2 However, Auguste Lumière wrote a memoir in 1953 in which he gave this rather different account:




It was the beginning of 1895, if I remember correctly. As I passed by the rue de la République in Lyon, I noticed a shop in which a crowd had gathered to admire the Edison Kinetoscope. I joined the queue and, charmed by the tiny animated images that these machines produced, I thought to myself that if one could project such images on a screen, so that they could be seen by an entire gathering, the impact would be stunning, and so I decided to study the problem.3





Whether the original impulse came from Antoine or Auguste, beyond dispute is the fact that the Lumière Cinématographe was a response to the Edison Kinetoscope. Auguste suggests that the critical improvement of the Cinématographe was to provide an image that could be projected on a screen rather than viewed through a peephole. This certainly dictated the future pattern for cinema-going, yet was only one of a number of technical features that made the Cinématographe a far superior machine.


Edison’s Kinetograph – the machine that recorded the images the Kinetoscope showed – was a heavy, immobile, battery-powered contraption that required a horse-drawn wagon to move it out of the ‘Black Maria’, the crude studio in which Edison’s early films were shot. By contrast, the Cinématographe was light enough to be carried about outdoors by a single operator. It did not require electricity to use and was extremely flexible.


As Terry Ramsaye observed in his history of the early cinema, A Million and One Nights, critical to its huge success was the fact that the same machine was able to carry out all three operations of motion-picture making:




It was at once a camera, printer and a projector. The Cinématographe plus two water buckets for developing tanks and a ruby light was in fact a portable motion picture plant complete. With it the itinerant showman could expose films by day, project films in the evening, and spend the dark hours of night developing and printing the day’s exposures.4





While Edison had produced a gimmick that would struggle to escape the amusement arcades, the Lumières had produced a practical machine with which to develop a new art-form. It is in this sense of pioneering the art of cinema that the name ‘rue du Premier-Film’ seems fully justified.


The early Edison films were crude novelties. The heavy camera and the peephole method of exhibition meant that nothing more ambitious was possible. From the very outset, the American cinema seemed to involve not capturing life, but showmanship and contrivance. Dancers, acrobats and contortionists were booked to come to the Black Maria to perform before the immovable God.


A short description of those early films gives us some idea of their scope. On 17 October 1894, for example, Professor Ivan Tschernoff and his performing dogs made two films for the Kinetoscope called Skirt Dog Dance and Summersault Dog. The day afterwards, it was the turn of ‘the Marvellous and Artistic Japanese Twirler and Juggler’ Toyou Kichi. Other films made in the Black Maria at about this time featured a dance by Sioux Indians from Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show and Annie Oakley demonstrating her amazing feats of shooting.5


While Edison’s Kinetoscope seemed intent on getting away from normal reality – showing off the special, the exceptional, the extraordinary – the Lumière films, by contrast, would seek – with some important exceptions – to reflect the real and to capture everyday life. But if the versatility and portability of the Cinématographe meant that it was particularly suited to the task of recording reality as it occurred, the two approaches seem at the same time to have been rooted in more fundamental ways to their respective cultures.


While the psychology of the frontier showman, exhibiting to frontier audiences, involved a sense of creating something out of nothing, the work of the Lumières was necessarily informed by continuity with France’s past, culture and traditions. No need to create crude diversions to distract from the wilderness; it was enough – and natural – to reflect, and draw upon, the considerable civilisation that already existed.


In 1968, in a documentary film, Louis Lumière,6 that was itself an epitome of French cultural continuity, the director Eric Rohmer had the founder of the Cinémathèque française, Henri Langlois, and Jean Renoir provide a commentary on the Lumière films. A notable aspect was the ease with which they were able to place these films in a broader French cultural tradition.


Not only were the whole atmosphere and ambience of late-nineteenth-century France captured in the Lumière films, observed Langlois, but all the great art of that epoch seemed to culminate in them. Comparing Monet’s painting La Gare St-Lazare with the famous Lumière film of the train arriving at La Ciotat station, Langlois made the point that the painting and film shared the same goal: to give an impression of the imponderable, incidental nature of life. If the Lumière films represented some kind of an apotheosis, it was because for the first time this impression was not second-hand but direct, capturing what was actually there.


Summing up the Lumière films as a great ‘canvas of history’, Jean Renoir recognised a quality that is equally apparent in his own films: ‘They afford a complete freedom of interpretation.’ Such comments convey a sense that somehow French culture – a ready home – was waiting for the cinema to come along. 


The Lumières did not sell their cameras, but trained a team of cameramen who were sent around the world, both to give exhibitions of the Cinématographe and to film what they saw on their travels. This enterprise amounted to the first coherent documentation of the world – the first opportunity for a film audience to see gondolas floating down the Grand Canal, omnibuses crossing Westminster Bridge, camels strolling past the pyramids and Sphinx in Egypt. China, Russia, South America, the Middle East, Africa – operators were sent to every possible corner. While the early Edison films have value only as curiosities to a present-day audience, the Lumière films, in their systematic reflection of reality, amount to a priceless historical record. The Lumières would also make comedies and a few films à trucs – ‘trick’ films that exploited the ability of the cinema to distort reality as well as represent it – but these were somehow half-hearted in comparison to the factual films, which set the foundation for a powerful realist tradition in the French cinema.


The Lumières’ efforts to please an audience were a natural extension of the properties of the Cinématographe machine. Its portability and versatility – the fact that the same device could record, process and project – made their promotional agenda of showing the world to the world logical and organic. There was a beautiful simplicity about a procedure that could have a Lumière operator arrive in a town in the morning, photograph its sights during the day, and project them back to the townsfolk in the evening. The Cinématographe was less a clever new invention than an example of cultural continuity. Its aesthetic and commercial success was, to a considerable degree, the fruit of a métier in which the Lumières had long been expert. While Antoine Lumière established the foundation for the business with a successful career as a portrait photographer, the technical ability of his two sons built the enterprise into Europe’s leading manufacturer of photographic products.


Although the Cinématographe would assure the Lumières’ worldwide fame, it was merely one application of a much deeper photographic expertise, which they had acquired many years before and would continue to develop many years afterwards. Equally impressive, although much less remarked upon, was Louis Lumière’s invention of Autochromes, the first system of colour photography, patented in 1903 and marketed in 1907. He took out other patents for a large-screen process, a moving picture stereoscope and a device for panoramic photography called the Photorama.


The true project of the Lumières was the photographic representation of the external world, whether static or moving. But perhaps the most lasting impression one has from a visit to the Lumière museum in Lyon, where all these various devices are gathered, is the extraordinary aesthetic sense that accompanied the flair for invention. It made possible the belated celebration of Louis Lumière as not just an inventor but a film artist too. In January 1966 Henri Langlois had new prints struck from the original negatives and staged the first ever retrospective of the Lumière films at the Cinémathèque in Paris. An organic part of the society out of which they emerged, these films have a charm and beauty that defy the museum. The essence of life, whether captured in 1895 or 2005, remains the same.


The best art does not age because it provides an insight into that essence. So the films of Georges Méliès continue to live too, in their capture of an irresistible personality. Look at L’Homme d’orchestre, a sixty-second film that he made in 1900. He strides on to the stage with his jovial showman’s panache. He counts the number of empty chairs before him on his fingers and, raising both hands up high, gestures the number to the audience: seven. He sits down on the first chair on the left-hand side of the stage, then immediately gets up again, leaving a double of himself behind. As Méliès 2 sits down in the next chair, flourishing a pair of cymbals, Méliès 1 engages him in conversation. As they chat away, Méliès 3 steps out of the skin of Méliès 2 and sits down in the third chair, cradling a large drum between his knees. So he continues to reproduce himself, bringing extra instruments to the orchestra, until all the chairs are taken.


The film was a tour de force of trickery, but at the same time true, accurately representing the extraordinary versatility of Méliès behind the camera as well as in front of it. He built and repaired his own equipment, he processed the film, he designed and painted the stage decor, wrote the scenarios, devised the trick photographic effects, directed the day’s work in the studio that he had himself built in the grounds of his house in the Paris suburb of Montreuil and, not least, performed before the camera. With his suave, affable presence, he was surely the world’s first movie star. Even back then it must have challenged possibility to do all these things. But the magic of Méliès lay not so much in this extraordinary juggling act or the visual tricks that the films featured, but in the perfect integration of charm, personality and style, in the beauty and coherence of the cinematic world he created, in his eye for human detail. In L’Homme d’orchestre there is the wonder of the transformation, but after this obvious, immediate pleasure there is a deeper, longer-lasting satisfaction in Méliès’ gentle observation of the way the members of the orchestra behave. He captures the camaraderie of the band members chatting away amiably with one another, the delight of being in a team, in spite of the underlying conceit that they are actually the seven selves of one man.


Méliès was among those who attended the first public showing of the Cinématographe in December 1895. He was then the owner, manager and star attraction of the Théâtre Robert-Houdin. The core of his theatrical show was illusion. The very name of that predecessor to the cinema, the ‘magic lantern’, suggests how the path from magic show to cinema was a natural, spontaneous one for Méliès to take. Indeed, long before he had heard of the Cinématographe, the custom was for Méliès to end a conjuring show with coloured magic-lantern views.7


Méliès’ first encounter with the moving image had occurred many years previously at the Paris Universal Exhibition of 1878. The young Méliès, still a teenager, used to attend the exhibition regularly, where his father’s shoemakers’ firm possessed a stall. Wandering through the displays one day, he came upon Emile Reynaud’s Praxinoscope. A band of coloured images (une bande dessinée) was attached to the inner rim of a broad cylinder. At the cylinder’s centre was a mirror drum. When the cylinder was revolved, the images reflected in the drum merged to create a moving image.8


Over the next decade Reynaud would go on to refine and build on his invention considerably.9 In December 1888 he patented his Théâtre Optique, a large-scale Praxinoscope that projected a moving image on to a screen through the use of spools that carried an extended band of pictures. Each picture in turn would be held in place by a pin on the rotating mirror drum, reflecting its image to a projector system and passing on. The moving image was freed from the continuous repetition of the set number of images previously fixed to the drum. In its own way – in terms of the nature of the spectacle – this development was as revolutionary as the switch from Edison’s peepshow to the Lumières’ screen. It was the breakthrough that made it possible to turn a gimmick into an art.


A hugely significant date in cinema history, although it was destined to be overshadowed by the advent of the Cinématographe three years later, was the premiere on 28 October 1892 of Reynaud’s Théâtre Optique at the Musée Grévin in Paris, which Méliès also attended. Here Reynaud presented the first moving images to be shown publicly on a screen. With special music by Gaston Paulin, the fifteen-minute show, ‘Pantomimes Lumineuses’, consisted of three ‘bandes dessinées’ – Le Clown et ses chiens, Un Bon Bock and Pauvre Pierrot.10


A review in the Gaulois – a newspaper run by the founder of the Musée Grévin, Arthur Meyer – captured the excitement of the occasion:




On a screen, Monsieur Reynaud projected figures who, through an ingenious device, appeared gifted with life, who changed their expressions, took up poses and made gestures like real, flesh-and-blood people. The audience witnessed a true imitation of life all the more exciting for being no more than an optical illusion.11





Opening as a waxworks museum in 1882 to exhibit the famous figures of the day, the Musée considerably broadened its role under the direction of Gabriel Thomas, acquiring a theatre which put on mime and illusionist shows. Méliès himself had performed there, and kept in touch with Thomas, sharing his interest in the latest spectacles and novelties.


After the show, Méliès asked Thomas to introduce him to Reynaud and congratulated the inventor, who then explained how the Théâtre Optique worked. In her biography of her grandfather, Madeleine Malthête-Méliès recreated the conversation:




‘It’s a lot of work, Monsieur Méliès,’ he said. ‘Consider that a band like Un Bon Bock, which lasts twelve minutes, consists of 7,000 coloured pictures, all of which I draw myself!’


‘Haven’t you thought of some mechanical process of reproduction?’ asked Georges.


‘Yes, but I haven’t yet found a method that works.’12





Whether or not this conversation was genuine, it neatly captures why Emile Reynaud’s invention was doomed to failure. Three years had passed between the date of patenting his Théâtre Optique and presenting his first show at the Musée Grévin, so labour-intensive was the process of making the bandes dessinées. Méliès, who was a keen amateur photographer, appreciated that the mechanical reproduction of the image would be vital to the moving image’s future.


In May 1894 he was introduced to the photographer Clément Maurice and the photographic materials manufacturer Antoine Lumière.13 The great talking point for the three men was Edison’s new invention, the Kinetoscope. With this shared interest, they quickly became firm friends, and a year and a half later Méliès would be an invited guest at the first public showing of the Cinématographe on 28 December 1895.


Attending the Lumière show as invited guests were not only Méliès but also Gabriel Thomas, director of the Musée Grévin, and M. Allemand, proprietor of the Folies Bergère music hall. These were showmen who, through their roots in Paris theatre, could see at once how to exploit the new invention. It is significant too that all these people knew each other: the development of early French cinema owed much to a well-established network of friendships and alliances.


Méliès was so impressed by the Cinématographe that he immediately asked Antoine Lumière if he could buy or hire the camera to use in his theatre. Gabriel Thomas and Allemand made similar proposals.14


When Antoine refused, Méliès turned to the film pioneer Robert Paul in England, who had just devised a film projector to screen Edison Kinetoscope films. Méliès bought one of these machines as well as some of the Edison films, which – with the instinct of a showman – he began to project in the Théâtre Robert-Houdin. By studying Paul’s film projector, Méliès built his own film camera in the theatre workshop. Most of the components, from cogwheels to the lens itself, had to be specially made, as no market yet existed for such parts. In February 1896, just two months after the Lumière showing, Méliès had his own working camera. Unable to find any suitable raw film stock in France, he bought a case of Eastman film in London, but when he finally opened the sealed cans in Paris he discovered that the rolls were unperforated. Only the Edison company in West Orange possessed the perforation machine needed to punch the sprocket holes. Méliès therefore commissioned his own, a primitive, hand-operated machine that could punch only two holes at a time. ‘Even with me changing hands alternately, my arms and shoulders were shattered after a quarter of an hour of this exercise,’ he recalled in his memoirs.15 Once he had loaded his newly sprocketed film into his homemade camera and exposed his first images, he faced another problem: how to process these images.


The first Méliès film, which was shot in the garden of his family home at Montreuil in June 1896, showed Méliès and his friends playing a game of cards. It was a repeat of a subject that the Lumières themselves had already filmed, the kind of snapshot of daily life that the Lumières were now sending around the world. Perhaps the most striking thing about it was to see the professional conjuror Georges Méliès sitting at a card table, something which, as the film historian Georges Sadoul observed, he tended to avoid, ‘for the very good reason that if a conjuror wins at cards, he is bound to hear people say, “Where did you get that King of Clubs? From up your sleeve?”’16


The subsequent steps that Méliès took from this point would be the intuitive and spontaneous steps of an artist, but they stemmed from a considerable training or formation – to use the much better French word – at various points in his life: as a sculptor, a conjuror, a talented caricaturist and draughtsman, a set designer, a scenarist, a keen photographer and accomplished mechanic. It was the kind of formation that late nineteenth-century Paris was peculiarly equipped to provide.


Having filmed the card game, Méliès then got into his conjuror’s clothes and had his assistant Lucien Reulos film him performing some magic tricks. Then he filmed his nephew Paul riding the bicycle. After that, there remained one last fifty-foot reel of unexposed film. So they went down to the bottom of the garden and filmed the gardener burning a pile of weeds. In the days that followed, in Lumière fashion, Méliès began to film daily life in and around Paris – the arrival of a train at the Gare de Vincennes, the bateaux-mouches cruising up the Seine, Sunday picnics in the Bois de Boulogne.


These films were then projected to audiences in the Théâtre Robert-Houdin. They were so popular that within weeks of the first showing they became an established part of the repertoire of the theatre. They would be shown between two and six daily, and then as a part of the evening conjuring show.


As audiences tired of the everyday scenes with which the cinema made its debut, Méliès quickly graduated to filming, as an early publicity brochure put it, ‘fantasy and art scenes that reproduce theatre sketches and form a kind of film completely different from the Cinématographe’s scenes of ordinary life’.


At first this amounted to what a later generation would disparingly dismiss as ‘filmed theatre’. For in the beginning what excited Méliès – who was as much impresario as artist – was the possibility of being able to replace the flesh-and-blood performers on stage with celluloid substitutes that could find an audience of not just two hundred people in his own theatre, but tens of thousands, wherever a screen and a projector were available. But through practice he discovered possibilities in the new medium that he hadn’t originally anticipated, in this way making the step from using the new invention simply as a means of recording reality to developing a genuine new art-form, sui generis, with its own laws.


Méliès attributed this vital switch to chance:




How did I first have the idea to use the cinema for trick effects? It was very simple. The first camera I used was a crude machine in which the film often tore or got stuck and refused to advance. One day this produced an unexpected effect when I was filming an ordinary scene in the place de l’Opéra. I needed a minute to free the film and get the camera working again. During this time, the passers-by, buses and cars had moved on of course. When I projected the film, mended at the point where it had jammed, suddenly I saw the omnibus change into a hearse and some men change into women. The trick of substitution, known as the ‘stop trick’, had been discovered.17





As Sadoul put it, this was the ‘Newton’s Apple’ discovery. What is remarkable is the speed with which Méliès then built on its implications. It was as if his whole life had been waiting for that moment.


In his reminiscences Méliès gave no precise date for the Opéra incident, but it must have occurred at some point over the summer of 1896 when he was still filming everyday Lumière-style scenes. In October 1896 he attempted for the first time to achieve by calculation the effect he had discovered by accident. The experiment was typical of his one-man-orchestra approach. While the Lumières were happy to train a team of cameramen to film the world on their behalf, Méliès did everything himself. In his garden at Montreuil, he stretched a sheet between two posts and painted a backdrop of a drawing room. With the sun providing the only reliable source of light, he had to film an indoor scene outdoors – a step which itself must have required a leap of imagination, in those early pioneer days. Getting his assistant to stop the camera at the appropriate point, and making the required substitutions, he then devised the following trick film. Jehanne d’Alcy, the leading lady at the Théâtre Robert-Houdin (and Méliès’ mistress), sits down on a chair and begins to read a newspaper. Then Méliès himself, in his magician persona, covers her with a sheet and whisks the sheet away. The lady has disappeared. With a flourish, he proceeds to conjure a skeleton out of thin air to sit in the lady’s place. Drawing the sheet over the skeleton, he takes it away to reveal the lady with the newspaper once again. Having successfully completed the trick, he takes his leading lady’s hand and the pair bow. Called L’Escamotage d’une dame chez Robert-Houdin, it was the world’s first ‘special effects’ film.


At the time, people would have been too impressed with the visual trick itself to have noticed, but looking at the film today, what’s perhaps most striking is the poise and polish of Méliès’ own performance before the camera, and the way he creates a convincing world – his world, of the Robert-Houdin theatre. His conviction, wit and artistry resulted in films that would have an enduring appeal beyond his own generation of first pioneers.


One by one, Méliès set about attacking the limitations that the crude early technology imposed. The size of the early film reels – when the principles of editing had yet to be developed – had imposed an arbitrary length of fifty seconds (seventeen metres). In late October 1896, with his man of the theatre’s instinct for telling a story, he made a film that was three minutes long (sixty metres).


In Le Manoir du diable two young princesses are at prayer. Suddenly, two devils appear and snatch away their prayer-books. By making the sign of the Cross, the princesses drive the devils away. A young prince appears. When one of the princesses gives him her hand, he turns into a devil and carries her off. Quite apart from length, the significant advance on L’Escamotage d’une dame chez Robert-Houdin, made only a few weeks earlier, was that the tricks in Le Manoir du diable were not there for their own sake, but integrated into a larger story. While others might have lingered over the novelty of the trick shot, Méliès was always eager to get on to the next thing, to push discoveries to their full potential. This was surely, to some extent, a reflection of the sophisticated milieu in which he worked. The artistic atmosphere of fin-de-siècle Paris encouraged such invention.


As the autumn of 1896 wore on and the weather got colder, Méliès decided to build what he called a ‘studio for taking pictures’ in his kitchen garden. Seventeen metres long and seven metres wide, it looked like an oversized greenhouse. At one end was a stage five metres deep, with a dressing room for performers behind it. Through a system of pulleys it was possible to move blinds across the glass panels in the roof to block out unwanted sunlight. While Edison’s Black Maria had been little more than a giant booth, fit only for the crude novelty routines of the early Kinetoscope films, Méliès’ building made it possible to realise scripts with actors and scenery. As such, it was the true forerunner of all the film studios that have followed since.


Opened in March 1897, it made it possible for Méliès to make an almost total switch to the cinema. From 5 September 1897, every evening at the Théâtre Robert-Houdin consisted of forty-five-minute programmes of the films that he had made in his new studio. Live performances were relegated to Thursday and Saturday afternoons. The films played to packed audiences, but far larger receipts would come from the fairground owners who bought copies of the films to exhibit.


Méliès’s camera operator Maurice Astaix captures the one-man-band nature of the enterprise: 




He was a man who liked to do everything himself, a hugely talented artist and a superb handyman. He was born for the cinema. He thought up the stories. We never knew what we were going to film. It was all in his head. There wasn’t a synopsis. He just got together his team and we filmed. He had the idea for the story himself, he made the props and scenery himself. He would set to expertly with a hammer and pliers without us having any idea what he was going to do. When he needed a cast, he invited staff, friends, relations, neighbours. In the course of the day, he made the models, drew and painted the scenery with the help of a talented lad called Claudel. But he was very hard to fathom, because he kept everything in his head.18





At no point did Méliès seem ready to step aside. He took pride in his workhorse nature, even boasting about his role as projectionist:




Often I projected the films myself. Imagine having to spool and unspool by hand a thousand metres of film six times a day and sometimes more! So from the first stroke of the pencil on the first set to the last turn of the projector handle, I did everything myself.19





Everything about the Méliès enterprise was family-scale and artisanal. In the small studio at the bottom of the garden he would summon actors, actresses and assistants to sit down to lunch after the morning’s work: ‘A table, tout le monde!’ Involving himself in everything, he was the antithesis of the industrial and collaborative model of the cinema that would soon be developed by the first businessmen of the cinema, Charles Pathé and Léon Gaumont. But he offered a powerful early archetype for what the French cinema would come to suggest. If the idea of a film being the work of one man took particular hold in France, never was it more true than for Méliès.


One of the people to be impressed by the enormous success of Méliès’s first film shows was the French industrialist Claude Grivolas. Convinced of the huge commercial potential of the new art-form, he offered to back Méliès with capital. When Méliès turned him down, Grivolas turned instead to the Pathé brothers. A few years later when Pathé had become the largest film company in France, Grivolas made a second offer but again Méliès refused.


Set resolutely in his own direction, Méliès was commercially naive and oblivious to the industrial direction in which the cinema was heading. His most celebrated film, Le Voyage dans la lune (1902), was an artistic triumph, but also a mark of his failure to understand the commercial opportunities and threats of the medium. With no organisation in America, he relied on agents there to exploit it. A print of the film soon fell into the hands of his competitors, who had it copied many times over. It may have been by far the biggest box-office success of its day, but the fortune it made was for the American counterfeiters, not Méliès himself.


The debacle made it amply clear that the United States was going to be the major market for films, but Méliès’ response was totally inadequate to the scale of the challenge. Clinging as usual to the familiar, he asked his older brother Gaston to open up an office for him in New York. Now in retirement after two business failures, Gaston was hardly the wisest choice – what Méliès needed was a professional organisation. While his rivals – Pathé and Gaumont in France, the Edison Company in America – were industrial concerns that employed thousands of people, Méliès’ company, Starfilm, amounted to just a handful.


Méliès’ inflexibility also manifested itself in his inability to adapt to a swiftly changing market. He took little interest in the films that were being made at Pathé or Gaumont, but stuck rigidly to his own unchanging programme. Compared to their varied menu of crime thrillers, chase comedies and love stories, he was beginning to seem old-fashioned.


In 1908, his old friend Clément Maurice, the photographer who had introduced him to Antoine Lumière, invited him to go into partnership with the new film company he had founded, Eclair. Predictably, Méliès, who did not know how to be anything other than the patron, refused. Meanwhile, his brother Gaston was lecturing him on the tastes of the huge immigrant audience in the United States who were now flocking to the Nickelodeons. They found Méliès’ films too slow; they wanted adventure stories, films that moved. Méliès agreed to the establishment in September 1908 of an American production arm at Fort Lee near New York, where Gaston hired an American, Lincoln Carter, to direct Westerns. Gradually Georges Méliès himself switched away from making films to staging live performances again at the Théâtre Robert-Houdin.


The fact that Méliès agreed to make a film for Pathé in 1909 was a sign of how much his pride had been dented. ‘My plan’, wrote Charles Pathé in his memoirs, ‘was to incorporate him into our weekly programmes. I would have been overjoyed to have been able to pay homage to such a talented man, who was full of ideas but seemed forgotten.’ The film Méliès made, however, was deemed too uncommercial to show. In Pathé’s words:




Was this production of less quality than the films he had made in his early days? All things considered, I don’t think so. But Monsieur Méliès had gradually lost touch with the public, while my staff and I had held on to it. We were much more up to date with the latest taste.’20





In 1911, the director Victorin-Hippolyte Jasset, with whom Méliès might have worked had he joined Eclair, was one of the very first people to take a considered look back at the cinema’s then very short history. Over a number of weeks in the periodical Ciné-Journal he published a ‘Study on Direction in the Cinema’. Méliès, he concluded,




held on to the audience he deserved for a long time, but his school of cinema perished through its refusal to evolve. He nearly always needed an elaborate setting for his stories, when the cinema was starting to prefer the bare minimum and to make as much use of the outdoors as possible. He didn’t do anything to change his style. So he went out of fashion.





There is an irony to this story of Méliès stubbornly resisting change, refusing to keep up with the times. If he seemed clearly dated at that point, then his films are timeless today, their spontaneity and innocence retaining their power to amuse. In choosing to remain true to what he was, rather than attempt to capture some passing wave, Méliès may have brought his filmmaking career to a premature close, but it is the reason why today his films still live, while those of his more commercially minded contemporaries belong in a museum.
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Birth of the Movie Moguls
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Histoire d’un crime (1901)





The film that set the pace at the beginning of the twentieth century for what the cinema could become was Histoire d’un crime. It was a whole five minutes long. In place of Méliès’ retreat into a twee fantasy world, it was urban, contemporary, re-enacting the kind of real-life drama you could read about every day in the newspapers but could not yet see on the cinema screen. It was directed by Ferdinand Zecca, the head of production at Pathé, the fastest-growing film company in the world at the turn of the century, with its finger firmly on the pulse of the public. The very title of Zecca’s film suggests the thirst of this new century for narrative. The novelty of disappearances and substitutions was no longer enough. A man commits a murder, he is arrested, imprisoned and executed. There was a simple, visceral appeal to the subject that commanded the attention then and provided the basis for a kind of film-making that remains just as popular today. Here was the start of the road to Hitchcock, Hawks and Tarantino.


In spite of its extreme age, Zecca’s film enjoys new life today as a post on YouTube, although you can’t help remark upon its primitive nature. In his prison, the criminal lies on his bed, recalling in his dreams the events that led up to his crime and subsequent arrest. The recollected past is displayed like a thought bubble above his head. While we may admire the inventiveness, it is impossible to ignore its crudity. The film was an example of a still primitive cinema borrowing from the theatre. To see it is to appreciate the cinema’s need to develop a language for flashbacks.


Méliès possessed a personal style that made up for any want of technique. He had an intuitive sense of how best to express himself with the tools that were available to him. But he was too much a genuine artist to be typical of the new industry that was emerging. Ferdinand Zecca, on the other hand, in his quest to exploit whatever appealed to an audience, was a very recognisable forerunner of the showmen who would later come to dominate the cinema. He may not have mastered the flashback, but he understood perfectly the audience’s appetite for sensation and spectacle. Showbusiness was in his blood. Born in 1864, he was the son of the concierge of the Ambigu theatre in Paris. When he followed his two brothers on to the stage, joining the Ambigu’s repertory company of actors, it must have seemed less a career choice than a natural continuation of the only life he had ever known.


In 1899 he began to perform songs for the Pathé Brothers’ phonograph business. A year later he was asked by the founder of the company, Charles Pathé, to organise the company’s stand at the Universal Exhibition in Paris. ‘Everything was perfect,’ Pathé recalled in his memoirs.




So I asked him if he’d like to make films. He said yes. So I took him to our studios in Vincennes, where I asked him to make himself familiar with the process by helping out our director. He turned out to be so capable that at the end of a few weeks the director became his assistant. His limitless energy was inspirational.1





Under Zecca’s direction, the Pathé factory turned out whatever the fairground market of the time was looking for – whether the ‘trick’ films that Méliès had pioneered, comedies, religious films or more sensational dramas like Histoire d’un crime. The simple strategy of copying whatever worked over and over again became a crucible for new genres.


In the contrasting characters of Méliès and Zecca lay the two poles between which the French cinema would oscillate: art and commerce. While Méliès was proud to think of himself as an artisan, Zecca was pioneering an industry that focused single-mindedly on the entertainment of the masses, choosing and varying its product range accordingly. His concern was to be neither original nor true to his craft, but to entertain, because entertainment had a reliable box-office value, whereas art often did not.


Behind him stood the world’s first film mogul, Charles Pathé. So powerful is our notion of the primacy of culture in France that Pathé’s single-minded devotion to statistics, figures and the laws of profit and loss come as something of a surprise. The cinema may have made him famous, but his memoirs suggest that he could as easily have made his fortune in some other field. He was a businessman, first and foremost.


Born in 1863, as a young man Charles Pathé travelled to South America to seek his fortune but, catching yellow fever, he returned to France. In his memoirs he would describe the start of his career as follows:




I had always intended to set up a small business. I was hoping that my mother would lend me some capital, but until August 1894 I had yet to find what that business would be. On the first Sunday of that month I went to the fair at Vincennes with not the slightest thought in my head that it was about to change my life.2





At the fair, he witnessed a performance of Edison’s phonograph, which left him ‘amazed like everyone else’. The fair’s repertoire consisted of about ten wax cylinders on which were recorded various opera arias. Attached to the machine were twenty sets of headphones. Fair-goers could listen to a performance, which lasted about three minutes, for two sous:




As I listened, I calculated that the lucky owner of this phonograph could, in three or four hours, make a return of fifty or sixty francs. My mind was made up. At once I decided to do whatever I could to get hold of a machine and to exploit it.3





It’s worth emphasising the source of Pathé’s wonder, because it captures so well his character. What excited him was not the extraordinary feat of capturing the human voice, but the moneymaking opportunity that the new invention offered. He was an entrepreneur who had stumbled upon the perfect product. In another set of circumstances he might as easily have been remembered for Pathé vacuum cleaners or fridges.


At once Pathé gave up his job as a legal clerk and scraped together eighteen hundred francs to buy his own phonograph and accessories. With the regard for precision that was a notable feature of not only his memoirs but also his business life, he even recorded the exact date on which he gave the first performances of his new machine. On 9 September 1894, he set off for the fair of Monthéty, near Champigny, where in one day he earned two hundred francs, more than he had made in a whole month working as a clerk.


Soon Pathé had opened a shop in Vincennes selling phonographs, which he would import from London, to fairground exhibitors he had met at the fairs. He also began to make and sell his own recordings. He then went on to acquire, and to sell to his fairground clientele, examples of Edison’s new invention, the Kinetoscope.


The high price of the films that went with the Kinetoscope created an incentive to develop a machine that could challenge Edison’s monopoly. When the photographer Joseph Joly explained to Pathé in June 1895 his idea of building a machine to make Kinetoscope films, Pathé agreed to fund his development costs. It’s worth stating, however, that at about the same time Pathé had funded another inventor to pioneer a special kind of typewriter for children. When the demand on his resources forced him to choose between the two ventures, he opted for the Kinetoscope camera as the one that was most likely to give a greater return. At every stage of his career, he was the unsentimental entrepreneur seeking to maximise the return on his investment.


Joly’s acceptance of backing from another competitor broke up the partnership. Pathé took possession of the camera he had funded and tried, through his own efforts, to perfect it to shoot films for the Kinetoscope. Indeed, for some years Pathé believed that a film Joly had made in October 1895, Bain d’une mondaine, was the first French film. It was only many years later that he discovered that the Lumières, who had been making their own separate efforts to improve on the Kinetoscope machine, had managed this achievement months earlier, before Pathé’s partnership with Joly had even begun.


The huge success that greeted the public exhibition of the Lumières’ Cinématographe at the end of 1895 forced him to rethink again. He realised that the future of the cinema lay not in Edison’s peephole but in the projected image, and he adapted the Joly camera accordingly.


Pathé’s genius lay not in making discoveries, but in appreciating their commercial significance and then exploiting them. As impressed by the Cinématographe as he had previously been by the phonograph, he decided to make the most of the commercial opportunities the new invention offered. He persuaded his brother Emile, who had been the proprietor of a wine business, to go into partnership with him, founding the ‘Pathé Frères’ company on 28 September 1896. While Emile tended to the phonograph side of the business, Charles Pathé concentrated on the cinema. 


In 1897 Pathé Frères received the backing of the industrialist Claude Grivolas, whose financial support Méliès had rejected. In December, Grivolas became a majority shareholder in the company, which was renamed the ‘Compagnie Générale de Cinématographes, Phonographes et Pellicules’. The company then bought the patent for a ‘Maltese cross’ mechanism that pulled film through a camera more efficiently, and concluded an agreement with the Lumières to improve on their invention.


With its access to capital, the Pathé company was able to expand quickly in all the key spheres of the new business. It made cameras and projectors for sale worldwide, it produced raw film stock, and it made its own films.




I have always known what I wanted and I have always wanted whatever was the most easily achieved and the most profitable in practical terms. I did not invent the cinema, but I did industrialise it. Before Pathé-Frères the cinema was little more than a problem solved. But with us it became a formidable activity that, in engaging the interest of hundreds of millions of human beings, was worth billions of francs a year.4





Charles Pathé’s importance to the cinema lay in establishing the basic business structure of the global film industry. While he was quick to seize a genuine opportunity, at the same time he possessed the businessman’s caution, avoiding unnecessary risk. Focusing on the practical and the viable, he presided over a company that pioneered not a distinct artistic vision, but the ability to find a market.




*





The early history of the other major French film company to be established at the end of the nineteenth century, Gaumont, resembled that of Pathé. Its founder Léon Gaumont ran a company that made and supplied photographic equipment, the Comptoir général de la photographie. With the successful exhibition of the Cinématographe in December 1895, Gaumont instantly recognised the importance of the moving image and decided to develop a moving-picture camera and a projector to add to the firm’s range of other optical devices. 


Both Pathé and Gaumont established the commercial framework in which the pioneers who worked for them developed the potential of the new medium, but they themselves remained businessmen first and foremost. When in 1896 Gaumont allowed his secretary Alice Guy to make some of the demonstration films he used to help sell his moving-picture cameras, he did so on the express condition that she would not allow this activity to disrupt her secretarial duties.5 It was only the discovery that these films had a commercial value that won her Gaumont’s blessing to progress beyond these first very amateur efforts. She quickly graduated to become ‘directrice du Service des théâtres de prises de vues’. Not only did she direct films herself, but she became responsible for overseeing story, casting, costume and scenery departments, and for engaging new directors to work under her. The assistants she hired included Ferdinand Zecca – who would soon join Pathé – Victorin Jasset, Louis Feuillade and Emile Cohl.


In effect, Alice Guy managed the nursery of the nascent French film industry, but it is her early departure from this nursery that – in marking a decisive shift from the old to the new world – has even greater symbolic value. Marrying Gaumont executive Herbert Blaché, she retired from her position in 1907 to accompany her husband to the United States, where he had been sent to establish a franchise for Gaumont’s Chronophone process.6 Although the French concerns continued to dominate the production of films, the rapid spread of the Nickelodeons meant that America now had by far the largest market in the world. As rival local producers sprang up to satisfy this market, the established French companies became more and more aware of fierce competition from the American cinema and the need to devise strategies to combat its growing power.


This competition itself became an important dynamic in the French cinema’s subsequent evolution.7 The growing output of single-reel films from the United States created pressure on French companies to produce a more ambitious multiple-reel product that could exploit an asset that American film-makers did not possess – a long history and a rich literary heritage.


Produced by a new company Film d’Art, but backed by Pathé, the showing of L’Assassinat du duc de Guise on 17 November 1908 at the Salle Charras in Paris marked an effort to find economic renewal in a prestige production. Based on a scenario by Henri Lavedan, a member of the Académie Française, and featuring actors from the Comédie-Française, this film version of a famous event in France’s history represented a huge leap in ambition for a medium that had hitherto been considered little more than a fairground attraction. It featured not only a ‘visual story’ by a serious, respected writer, but also a score by one of France’s greatest living composers, Camille Saint-Saëns. Fifteen minutes long, it was shown with three other ‘oeuvres cinématographiques’ in a programme called Visions d’Art. Le Temps newspaper welcomed an ‘experiment of great artistic interest’.8 It would be typical of the French cinema’s tendency – in the quest for ground on which it could best compete – to resort to cultural elitism, but it was a policy that backfired.


Although the audiences that made up the huge new American market were showing a taste for more complex narrative, they preferred simple, accessible stories, so that having a rich history and tradition – a ‘usable past’ as the American critic Van Wyck Brooks would later term it9 – seemed a handicap rather than an advantage. The more the cinema came to assume the function of the theatre, providing substantial dramas rather than brief sketches, the more the content of any single film mattered. But it was the new American production companies, such as Biograph, Essanay or Vitagraph, that were best placed to understand the tastes of the American audience.


As the cinema entered its second decade, Pathé’s response to this dramatically changed market was to make American-style films in America. In May 1910, the company released a western, The Girl from Arizona, and completed the construction of an American studio in Jersey City in the autumn. The other big French companies followed suit, but in the long term the fierce competition from the American companies made their position unsustainable.


The rise of the film star would turn the cultural dynamic against them even further. For as the film historian Richard Abel observed, ‘[t]he new “gods and goddesses” … now had to be as American as the stories in which they appeared’, a requirement that ‘raised yet another barrier, further marginalising French films and excluding them from the world’s most lucrative market’.10


France still possessed an unrivalled technical expertise, but it had lost the commercial initiative for good. It became effectively a kind of testing-ground for innovations that would be fully exploited in the American market. In 1911, Adolph Zukor bought the North American rights to Pathé’s three-reel Passion (1911). Impressed by the successful run it enjoyed in his theatres, he helped to finance Louis Mercanton’s production of Queen Elizabeth (1912) with Sarah Bernhardt. ‘With Queen Elizabeth I expected to prove that the feature picture could be a success in America,’ he recalled in his memoirs. But much more significantly, having confirmed the market potential with this French film, he intended ‘to follow at once with feature films made here’.11 In the wake of Queen Elizabeth’s success, Zukor formed Famous Players and hired Edwin S. Porter to make the first American-produced feature, The Prisoner of Zenda (1913), in New York. As other American producers quickly followed suit, France’s final eclipse as the world’s leading film-producing nation became inevitable.


For a French film industry that had already had its dominance snatched away by a resurgent Hollywood, the First World War must have seemed like the coup de grâce. Film personnel left to join the army, the studios themselves were requisitioned and the production of films severely disrupted.


It was perhaps symbolic of the general state of things that the world’s biggest movie star Max Linder stopped appearing in French films to join the army. Then in 1916, when he was invalided out, he signed a contract to make films with Essanay in America, replacing Charlie Chaplin, who had moved on to better things at Mutual.12 After he continued to suffer from ill health and made three unsuccessful films for Essanay at its studios in Chicago, the company dissolved his contract the following year. Recuperating in Hollywood, Linder met his usurper, who signed a photograph of himself: ‘To the one and only Max, the “Professor”. From his disciple, Charlie Chaplin, May 12th 1917.’


Pathé – still the biggest film company in the world, but not for much longer – reduced its production in France and relied on its subsidiary in America, until it was sold in 1923 to be merged five years later with two other companies to form RKO Pictures. The films that continued to be made in France were increasingly perceived as being dull and rather pedestrian: either patriotic scenarios in support of the war effort, or examples of ‘filmed theatre’ – unimaginative adaptations of stage works in the tradition of L’Assassinat du duc de Guise, but ultimately lacking its ambition.


Some figures provide a dramatic snapshot of the French cinema’s decline in these years. According to Georges Sadoul, in 1910 about 60 to 70 per cent of all films distributed around the world originated in Parisian film studios.13 Ten years later, the inexorable rise of Hollywood meant that France’s share even of its home market was just 10 per cent.14
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The Changing of the Guard





America may have taken away the French film industry’s markets, but at the same time it provided a powerful example of what the cinema might be. When one reads French memoirs of the period, again and again one is struck by a sense of their stunned admiration for what the American cinema had been able to achieve. Jean Renoir recalled having no interest in the stagey French films that were shown during the First World War, but doing everything he could – like most of his contemporaries – to see the films of Charlie Chaplin. When he made Nana in 1926, it may have been based on a Zola novel, but he would cite Hollywood director Erich von Stroheim as a major inspiration. ‘I didn’t want to copy him,’ he wrote in his memoirs, ‘but I did want to pay him homage.’ Chaplin, Griffith, Stroheim, De Mille, Ince – the giants of early Hollywood. These were the people who captured the imagination of a new generation of French film-makers.


One film from the period stands out as a landmark. Not Griffith’s Birth of a Nation which had been banned in France, but Cecil De Mille’s 1916 film The Cheat.


Out of the darkness, the face slowly emerges of one of Hollywood’s early movie stars, Sessue Hayakawa. As the opening title explains, ‘This is Haka Arakau, a Burmese ivory king to whom the Long Island smart-set is paying social tribute.’ Wearing an Eastern tunic, he seems intent on some doubtlessly nefarious plan. But then, recollecting himself, he removes a brand from a brass pot at his elbow and blows gently on the hot coals to kindle the flames. Returning the brand to the pot, he heats it up until it is ready to impress his emblem on to the base of a figurine. As he sears the device into the ivory, the solitary light from the pot, casting its sinister shadow, singles him out as the embodiment of the yellow peril. The next time he takes up that brand, he will use it on human flesh.
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The Cheat (1916)





When the film opened in summer 1916 at the Omnia-Pathé in Paris, the world’s first purpose-built cinema, audiences marvelled at what seemed to be a giant leap in film art. What impressed them was less the story itself than the way in which it was told – the extraordinary play of shadow and light that gave objects on the screen a liquid, dynamic quality.


The novelist Colette was among the film’s many admirers, writing an ecstatic review:




In Paris this week, a movie theatre has become an art school. A film and two of its principal actors are showing us what surprising innovations, what emotion, what natural and well-designed lighting can add to cinematic fiction. Every evening, writers, painters, composers and dramatists come and come again to sit, contemplate and comment, in low voice, like pupils.


To the genius of an oriental actor is added that of a director probably without equal; the heroine of the piece – vital, luminous, intelligent – almost completely escapes any sins of theatrical brusqueness or excess … We cry ‘Miracle!’; not only do we have millionaires who don’t look as if they’ve rented their tuxedos by the week, but we also have characters on screen who are followed by their own shadows, their actual shadows, tragic or grotesque, of which until now the useless multiplicity of arc lamps has robbed us.1





If to a modern spectator it seems strange at first that the exaggerated use of light in The Cheat should be described as ‘natural’, it makes more sense once one realises that audiences were previously used to a cinema in which the blanketing of arc lights described by Colette meant that there were hardly any shadows at all.


French writers and film-makers embraced the film as a defining moment with remarkable unanimity. Expressing the opinion in 1925 that the cinema really began ‘around 1915-16 with the appearance of the first good American films’, the film-makers Henri Fescourt and Jean-Louis Bouquet commented that of these ‘the most striking was The Cheat’.2 In his book La Naissance du cinéma, published in 1925, Léon Moussinac commented that The Cheat ‘rang out like a great blow of the gong’.3 In their 1935 history of the cinema, Maurice Bardèche and Robert Brasillach summed up the film as follows: ‘When it was shown in France in the middle of the war, the audience was stunned and the producers astounded. It seemed as if everything that had been done before that time no longer counted.’4 The producer Pierre Braunberger, a boy of eleven when the film was first shown, recalled making a special trip to Paris with his parents in order to see it: ‘It revealed to me a film language and influenced me hugely.’5


But Colette’s review was finally more significant for what it said about the audience than about the film: she identifies a highly committed group of artists who were prepared to learn from the viewing experience and to emulate a group of film-makers they admired. The existence of a sophisticated, responsive and culturally aware audience was not only an important motivating force behind the change in French cinema during these years, but also one of the features that most distinguished that cinema from the ever populist and market-led Hollywood. Through individual passion and enthusiasm, the French cinema would regenerate itself in spite of the commercial obstacles.


Colette’s article had been published in a new magazine called Le Film, which had been founded at the beginning of 1916 by Henri Diamant-Berger. A war veteran, Diamant-Berger had been invalided out of the army the previous year and, benefiting from the kind of opportunity that war brings, had entered a badly disrupted film industry as the last-minute replacement for a director who had received his call-up.


In his memoirs, Diamant-Berger recalls his debut as a demoralising experience whose chief value was to serve as a wake-up call, acquainting him with the moribund state of French cinema:




This rather limited experience gave me a few ideas, which I shared with some young friends, Abel Gance, Jacques de Baroncelli, Jacques Feyder, Raymond Bernard … We knew that we had to rally a new generation if we were to recover from the mediocrity into which the French cinema had fallen. What we needed was a platform.6





So Le Film was born. Continuing to work as a director in the film industry, Diamant-Berger asked a young drama critic and novelist, Louis Delluc, to edit the new magazine. Delluc’s combination of unflagging passion, energy and intelligence quickly put him at the heart of the film revival. A year after starting to edit Le Film, he began a weekly film column in the newspaper Paris-Midi. The year after that he published a collection of those columns in the book Cinéma et cie. When he founded his own magazine, he called it Cinéa, in the process coining the word cinéaste. Responding to the new American films, he developed the influential concept of photogènie, which identified the power of the moving-picture camera to invest ordinary, real objects with an extra quality, without eliminating their essential realness. ‘The miracle of the cinema’, Delluc wrote, ‘is that it stylises without altering the plain truth.’7


It was in truth a theory of no great intellectual depth, articulating something that people must even then have instinctively understood – that some objects or people can be ‘photogenic’ – but the fervour with which the idea was expressed had great practical significance. For it forcefully implanted among a new generation of French film-makers the idea that the cinema existed not simply to tell a story, but had unique properties of its own, which it was the duty of the true film-maker to exploit. Theory mattered less than the passion with which its adherents would seek to put what was finally a simple idea into practice.


Abel Gance had an intuitive grasp of the potential of the cinema long before The Cheat was shown in France. Soon after the beginning of the First World War, he became a director for Film d’Art, but his attempts to use the medium in an imaginative way were constantly thwarted by the then director of the company, Louis Nalpas, who wanted him to turn out the conventional, unadventurous melodramas that fed the huge Pathé distribution machine.


Gance’s great sense of himself as an artist made it more than usually difficult to endure such restrictions. Before the conflict began, when he was trying to eke out an existence as a writer, he had written a long tragedy for the stage, called La Victoire de Samothrace. Sarah Bernhardt had expressed her enthusiasm for the play, but asked him to write a shorter version. He did so, but the outbreak of war dashed his hopes.


After this glimpse of great artistic achievement, it was twice as difficult to come to terms with the banality of the film-making Nalpas demanded. It was a profitable but soul-destroying compromise that eroded Gance’s sense of being a real artist. In March 1916 he wrote in his diary: ‘The cinema has brought out a materialistic side in me that used not to exist. It will get only worse unless I make an effort of will to the contrary. I have been at Film d’Art for a year, during which time I have not had one interesting thought.’8


The perception drove him to fight against a betrayal of his previous ideals. If the cinema was not yet an art that could rival the theatre, if it was not yet worthy of his lofty ambitions, then he would make it so. ‘I have to prove to myself that I am still the man who wrote La Victoire de Samothrace,’ he wrote a few weeks later. Long discussions with Nalpas followed on how the tools of the cinema could be better used. But until the summer of that year, when The Cheat was released, Nalpas refused to allow Gance to put any of his ideas into practice. When Gance asked why they couldn’t make ‘psychological films, where instead of only action you can show feelings too’, he was told that Pathé wouldn’t accept it. With some sympathy for the constraints that Nalpas himself was working under, Gance recalled years later that Zecca, who continued to oversee Pathé production, did insist on a uniformity of style: ‘We were told that if the camera cut off the actors below the knee, then the film would be rejected. The whole body had to be in the frame.’9 There seemed to be less concern for the aesthetic quality of any individual film than for ensuring consistency of look between all the films on the production line. ‘In those days, they virtually bought films by length. It didn’t matter whether the film was good or bad, only the length mattered, and only that decided the price. Pathé was the firm who bought from Nalpas, and that was whom he had to satisfy.’10


But the success of The Cheat changed the climate, making producers more ready to take risks. Within weeks of its release in July 1916, Nalpas at last allowed Gance to depart from the prescribed formula to make the kind of ‘psychological film’ he had been arguing for. Le Droit à vie told the story of a young woman, Andrée, who is in love with stockbroker Jacques Alberty, but marries a wealthy financier, Pierre Veryal, so that she can pay off her dying mother’s debts. After Veryal discovers that Andrée and Jacques are in love, he is wounded by one of his employees in a robbery attempt and, in his jealousy, accuses Jacques of the shooting. Jacques is put on trial, but acquitted after Veryal concedes his innocence.


In its style of lighting and its ménage à trois story with courtroom finale, Le Droit à vie resembled The Cheat, but Gance claimed that he did not see De Mille’s film until some time afterwards. ‘It did not influence me in any way. For over a year before the arrival of The Cheat in France I’d struggled to introduce the psychological drama between three characters. I’ve been responsible for too many innovations in this profession for anyone to be able to contest the advance I made.’11


If the very need for this denial testified to the huge influence that The Cheat had over the French film industry, Gance quickly emerged as an extraordinary homegrown talent with too many ideas of his own to need to rely on others. Pleased with Le Droit à vie, Nalpas allowed Gance to make another psychological drama, Mater Dolorosa. On its release in March 1917, Emile Vuillermoz wrote in Le Temps: ‘Let us remember the date of this film, for it is an important one in the life of this great child which is the cinema; it has yet to achieve its maturity, but it has already won its freedom.’12


The film established Gance as France’s foremost film-maker, but what most haunted him was the war, in which many of his close friends were losing their lives. His successful career may have helped him ‘to drown out its terrifying sound’,13 as he put it in his diary, yet at the same time it fostered thoughts on how he might document the conflict. ‘The cemeteries turn away people every evening,’ he wrote. ‘First Act: Ruins. Second Act: Ruins. Third Act: Ruins. Everyone’s unhappiness is the same these days. I’d like all the dead of the war to rise up one night and to return to where they came from, to their homes, to find out whether their sacrifice has been worth anything.’14 It was the kernel of an idea for a film that Gance conceived as an indictment against the war: J’accuse.


Rejected several times as medically unfit for active service, Gance was recruited into the Cinematograph Section in April 1917. After some weeks at the front, which convinced him of the lunacy of attempting to film anything, he was transferred to Paris, where he had to unload ammunition trucks, and then to Aubervilliers, where he worked in a poison gas factory. ‘Dante would have made it the eighth circle of hell,’ he wrote in his diary.15 Every day two or three workers died. With his own poor state of health, Gance feared that he would die too. But he was summoned before an inspection committee, which gave him a discharge.


Released from military service, he wrote a scenario for J’accuse, which Charles Pathé agreed to finance. ‘J’accuse will certainly make a huge impression in every country,’ Pathé wrote to Gance in a letter dated 13 August 1918. ‘I say “in every country” because I am convinced that this film will even be shown in the cinemas of enemy countries once the war is over.’16


J’accuse is long forgotten now, except among a few connoisseurs of the silent cinema. But even if it were better known, it would be difficult for a generation that did not live through the carnage of those years to appreciate the full significance of a film that not only chronicled the catastrophe but was an inseparable part of it.


After a brief prologue in which hundreds of soldiers form the words ‘J’accuse’, the film retreats into the past to depict the summer festivities taking place in a Provence village. Gance gives us a nostalgic vision of a lost paradise, idealising a peacetime that, when the sequence was shot, no one had experienced for four years. Against this background, he introduces his hero, poet Jean Diaz. Jean is in love with Marie, but she is married to François. The two men fall out over Marie, but with a string of tragic events that the outbreak of war precipitates, they become close friends, learning to put aside their differences. After four years of war, Diaz loses his wits. Discharged from the army, he returns to his village, where he challenges the inhabitants to justify themselves in the face of all the lost lives. A legion of dead soldiers rises up to march on the village.


To make the film, Gance rejoined the Cinematograph Section and returned to the front. In September 1918, he was with the French and US forces that took part in the Saint-Mihiel offensive, shooting material that he would use in the battleground sequences of J’accuse. He then went down to the Midi to film the peacetime sequences, but asked the army if he could borrow two thousand soldiers to film the Return of the Dead. ‘These men had come straight from the front – from Verdun – and they were due back eight days later. They played the dead knowing that in all probability they’d be dead themselves before long. Within a few weeks of their return, eighty per cent had been killed.’17


J’accuse introduced many innovations in technique, but what finally makes it so memorable is the way it soaked up the atmosphere of a terrible moment in history that was still being lived. It was not just a film, but a unique, authentic document of a human tragedy, in which all its participants – whether director, crew, cast or extras – were in some way involved. A touching farewell scene takes the form of a series of stark, simple images. The hands of an unseen man and woman pack provisions into a kitbag, the woman slipping in a good-luck talisman; two glasses are raised in a toast to absent friends, one returned to the table empty, but the other still full, its owner too heartbroken to drink; in near-total darkness, a hand lights a candle for the safe return of a loved one; a child’s tiny hands are enfolded in the rough, dirty palm of its father … This montage, which distilled the essence of what an entire nation had experienced in 1914, just as the March of the Dead captured the uncomprehending outrage of the survivors in 1918, owed as much to the truth of its perception as the technical virtuosity with which Gance filmed it. Ninety years on, it retains a raw, painful poetry.


Nearly three hours long, the film opened in Paris on 25 April 1919 to become part of that strange year of mourning and celebration. The headlines that day, as they were on most days through 1919, were dominated by the latest news from the Versailles peace conference. A year later, the film was shown in London at the Philharmonia Hall. The Times wrote of ‘an allegory of war that is nothing less than inspired’. The Daily Telegraph applauded a film that ‘puts its author at least on a level with Mr Griffith’.18 The film perhaps emerged too soon after the war to be fully appreciated in its own right, but it also represented an important landmark for the cinema. As the London Times reviewer observed, ‘The miracle has been achieved. A film has caused an audience to think.’19 


J’accuse crystallised the moment at which the French cinema’s reputation for thought began to take shape. There was certainly much less appetite for this kind of cinema across the Atlantic. In May 1921, Gance travelled to New York for a private screening of the film at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel. He hoped it would provide a platform for the successful exploitation of the film in the United States, but the big Hollywood companies who had shown interest in distributing it dropped out after the projection of a poorly prepared print. Gance begged D. W. Griffith to attend a subsequent trade show, which so impressed the American director that he persuaded United Artists to pick up the film.20 But the version that was finally screened five months later, ruthlessly pared down to ninety minutes, was a travesty of the film that Gance had intended. The reviewer for the New York Times wrote:




To those who saw the original J’accuse, or have heard of it, it is necessary to say, first of all, that I Accuse is not the same thing. Changes that vitally alter the emphasis of the photoplay have been made. M. Gance’s production was a terrific indictment of war. The phrase, ‘J’accuse’, ran dramatically through it … I Accuse is not an indictment of war. It is, inferentially, an indictment of Germany, and directly a sentimental appeal to patriotism. The scenes and subtitles of J’accuse, which made it a sweeping accusation of war and everyone everywhere who promoted it or profited by it have been deleted. And the inevitably tragic ending has been replaced by the usual ‘happy’ fade-out of the movies.


Now, of course, anyone has a right to make any kind of a war picture that suits him. But whenever film editors attempt to convert a completed photoplay of one kind into something entirely different they are likely to destroy the dramatic force of the original without gaining anything in its place. That’s what has happened in the case of J’accuse. M. Gance’s picture comes to a tremendous climax in its culminating accusation of war and false patriotism, but I Accuse does not accuse anything or anybody in its final scenes. Before they are reached, the stirring ‘J’accuse’ has been dropped. An anti-climax is the result.21





In the circumstances, it was hardly surprising if the film was not a success. Within days of its opening at the Strand, the manager of the theatre, Joseph Plunkett, confided his anxiety, reporting that he had received complaints that the film was too depressing and morbid, that two years after the war people no longer wanted to be reminded of it. Summing up the significant releases of 1921 at the end of the year, the New York Times reviewer commented that ‘Abel Gance’s terrific J’accuse’ had been ‘so emasculated before it reached the public screen under the title I Accuse that it must be counted as lost’.22 The implication of the highly revealing piece was that J’accuse had fallen victim to ‘that bogey-word of the motion-picture business, “highbrow”’. The writer commented on an anti-intellectual prejudice in the American film trade that led them ‘to call everything that is beyond them “highbrow”, and if any picture so condemned happens to be commercially unsuccessful, or yields only a modest profit on the money invested in it, they gloat over its misfortune and chorus, “You see, the public doesn’t want that kind of stuff. It’s too highbrow.”’


Maybe it was this kind of fear that led United Artists to impose their crude cuts. In any case, by the time I Accuse reached the west coast, where it opened in the California Theater on 22 January 1922, it had been dragged even further away from Gance’s original version. The French film-maker and Hollywood resident Robert Florey wrote that he was




very sorry that Abel Gance’s drama had not been shown in its entirety as it had been in Paris. The projection of J’accuse lasted scarcely an hour, which gives you an idea of the number of cuts it suffered … Yet at the same time extra scenes were added to show the help brought to France by the American army. The film itself began with an address by President Harding, while the last scene showed us Jean Diaz and Marie Laurin living happily ever after.23





What was the through-and-through businessman Charles Pathé to make of this? His decision to support Gance’s extraordinarily ambitious venture in the midst of the war was brave. And indeed, he went on to support the making of Gance’s next venture, La Roue, a seven-hour epic that was years ahead of its time in its innovative use of the medium, introducing for example the rapid cutting that has been more usually ascribed to Eisenstein. But genius wasn’t enough if it could not earn its keep.


Pathé knew that it had been a feat even to have J’accuse screened in the United States, regardless of how the distributors had torn the film to pieces once it was. Indeed, even before J’accuse received its first showing in the United States, he had seen more than enough evidence of the way the global film business had turned to make a historic decision.


In September 1920, the chief executive of France’s biggest film company announced to his shareholders that Pathé was pulling out of film production. The decision marked a fundamental change in the nature of the French film industry from one with global reach to one that struggled even to defend its own national values. In his memoirs, he would explain why:




Henceforward, we had to face the fact that America, with its infinite resources, had conquered the global market probably for ever. The war had merely hastened a little the date of this inevitable supremacy. Favoured by the size of their home market, which in terms of box office receipts, was forty to fifty times greater than the French market, or roughly three-quarters of the global market, the Americans could pour huge sums into film production, get their costs back from their home market alone, and then dominate export markets in every country …


This reality became apparent in the course of my various trips to America. France’s leadership in the cinema had depended solely on its head start, and was bound to disappear the day the Americans had finished establishing their own industry. That day had arrived …


Gradually I reached the conclusion that the production and distribution of films in this new era could no longer be financially viable. With our small home market, swamped with American films which had already paid for themselves in their own country, the films made in France were no longer making nearly enough in returns to justify the investment made. I’m aware that many of us have always hoped that our films might get substantial receipts abroad and above all in the huge American market. But this hope is illusory. Every now and then a high quality French film … can make some money among an up-market audience in Britain, America and elsewhere, but essentially the cinema will always be a spectacle for the masses; and, with only the rare exception, the American masses will never take to the French cinema, which is contrary to their psychology and tastes. To deny this, is to betray an ignorance of what the United States is really like …


So what was there left to do for a manufacturer concerned to ensure a reasonable return on his capital? He had to abstain from a ruinous or barely profitable activity and concentrate his efforts on money-making businesses … 24





Pathé’s decision marked a fundamental change in the French cinema, as this once huge industry – which had dominated the screens of the world – now had to adjust itself to a parlous new existence. At the time Pathé was accused of wrecking the French film industry, but really he was simply abandoning a ship that had already been sinking for some considerable time. He was doing what any sensible businessman, responsible to his shareholders, would do. Sooner or later, in the course of the 1920s, the other big companies that had dominated French film production followed Pathé’s lead. It meant that any film-making activity which did occur in France henceforward tended to be ad hoc, in the hands of many small companies, individual financiers and enthusiasts, rather than the result of the strategic decision-making of a handful of large industrial concerns.


With the exception of Feuillade, who carried on until his death a year later, Gaumont stopped production in 1924, after reaching a distribution agreement with Hollywood’s newly formed colossus, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Its founder Léon Gaumont explained the logic:




In France I have fifty cinemas that must change their programme every week. Even on a rotation basis, at least twenty-five first features are needed a year, while we struggle to produce even four … I therefore have no choice but to get these films from the Americans – at a price, it should be added, cheaper than it would cost me to make them myself.25





With the same sense of corporate responsibility as Pathé, he declared: ‘We have no intention of squandering the money of our shareholders.’26 


But this sudden retirement of the big corporations did not mean the disappearance of the French film industry; it meant a metamorphosis of its structure into smaller, more flexible producing units that, for varying reasons, were ready to take the risks of production that the big companies no longer felt able to justify.


The ever-wily Charles Pathé sold the use of the Pathé name to a consortium of production concerns that, to the confusion of historians ever since, consequently called itself ‘Pathé-Consortium’. Although Charles Pathé had a chair on its board, Pathé-Consortium was a separate company, which was obliged to pay Société Pathé-Cinéma – the legal name of Charles Pathé’s company – a royalty of 10 per cent of its turnover. This risk-free deal was the business equivalent of having your cake and eating it.




*





Jean Sapène was the director of the daily newspaper Le Matin. He believed that a profitable synergy lay in publishing newspaper versions of the popular film serials. In 1919, with the actor René Navarre, he founded a film-production company called Cinéromans to produce such serials. He quickly turned Cinéromans into one of the most powerful production concerns in France, investing in features as the vogue for serials ebbed through the 1920s. Acquiring a studio at Joinville from Charles Pathé, he strove to build a Hollywood-style concern that would turn out mainstream, production-line entertainment. Its takeover of Pathé-Consortium in 1924 was an index of its newly dominant position in the industry.


In 1918, Abel Gance’s old boss at Film d’Art, Louis Nalpas, left the company to team up with Serge Sandberg. Together they took over the Victorine studios in Nice, which they hoped to turn into a kind of Hollywood on the Riviera. In a letter to Sandberg, Nalpas wrote, ‘In general terms, the approach I’ll adopt for my films is the American one of focusing the action on two or three characters, with as exciting a setting as possible.’ 


Sandberg, meanwhile, had separately set up a company with the film distributor Louis Aubert. Called SIC (Société Industrielle Cinématographique), it bought the production company Eclair, with its studio at Epinay, some seven miles to the north of Paris.


Then there were the White Russians. Joseph Ermolieff had once headed the Pathé subsidiary in Russia. After the revolution he came to France, where he established a production company, Ermolieff-Cinéma, in 1920. When he left in 1922 to produce films in Germany, he was bought out by his business associates, chief among whom was fellow Russian exile Alexandre Kamenka. Swapping its trademark of an elephant whose trunk turns into a length of unfurling film for that of an albatross in a triangle, the company was renamed Albatros Film. Accompanying the new logo was a slogan that not only captured the essence of a survivor of the Russian Revolution, but described the state of the entire French film industry of the 1920s: ‘Debout malgré la tempête’ (Still standing in spite of the storm).


One of the more adventurous of the new companies, Albatros Film would win a reputation not only for producing the ambitious projects of the Russian directors Alexandre Volkoff, Viktor Tourjansky and Serge Nadejdine, but also for supporting a new generation of young French film-makers that included Jacques Feyder, René Clair, Jean Epstein and Marcel L’Herbier. And it was at Albatros that the Russian-born art director Lazare Meerson began to develop a style that would anticipate the poetic realism of the next decade.


The spectacular Changing of the Guard that followed the war may not have made the industry as a whole any more profitable, or any more able to resist the Hollywood invasion, but it did produce a more flexible, open and varied environment in which the new generation could develop and flourish.
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