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Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great classic films of the past now exist, if at all, in damaged or incomplete prints. Concerned about the deterioration in the physical state of our film heritage, the National Film and Television Archive, a Division of the British Film Institute, has compiled a list of 360 key films in the history of the cinema. The long-term goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect show-prints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the Museum of the Moving Image in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books commissioned to stand alongside these titles. Authors, including film critics and scholars, film-makers, novelists, historians and those distinguished in the arts, have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive's list. Each volume presents the author's own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and a detailed filmography, notes and bibliography. The numerous illustrations have been specially made from the Archive's own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series will rapidly grow into an authoritative and highly readable guide to the great films of world cinema.

Could scarcely be improved upon ... informative, intelligent, jargon-free companions.

The Observer

Cannily but elegantly packaged BFI Classics will make for a neat addition to the most discerning shelves

New Statesman & Society
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Programme of the première of Napoléon at the Paris Opéra
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Letter-head of Abel Gance's Société des Films
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Abel Gance in the role of Saint-Just. Dedicated to Nelly Kaplan: 'Be daring, said Saint-Just – modern cinema, alas, doesn't know the meaning of the word! To Nelly Kaplan, ever daring, Abel Gance 1957'




PREFACE
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There was once a film, rather many films, called Napoléon. Like Proteus, Napoléon was self-multiplying, in twenty or more versions. Like Penelope, a certain Abel Gance, its creator, was self-sacrificing, in countless visions, takes, retakes, cuts, recuts, re-editings, even burnt offerings (of despair). Work in progress ...

'If I had to live my life over again,' he once said in an interview, 'it wouldn't be in films', going on to the whys and wherefores of his having destroyed the triptychs of the famous Twin Tempest of the Assembly scenes. Yet, stronger than him as it was, the film turned irresistibly into an apotheosis as, for half a century, he couldn't leave it alone. Some critics, indeed, see Napoléon as the beginning of the end for Gance ... Like the Marquis de Sade (who turns up several times in the screenplay), he could also claim that it was not his way of thinking but that of other people which had cursed him with such a fate.

Irony of ironies, then, Abel Gance so often returned to his canvas that, just like Balzac's hero in Le Chef d'Oeuvre Inconnu, he rendered it unrecognisable. In the end, though, it was still Gance's film. So what right have I to judge his alterations? Though my own preference tends towards what is left of the first, 1927, version, both Gance and his Napoléon will always remain some way beyond us, forever out of reach.
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A notebook from the log of Napoléon



I have chosen to discuss this film, these films, from the eye of the storm, as close as possible to the point of view of Gance himself – Napoléon as he wrote it, loved it, dreamed it. I shall leave to the film buffs the nit-picking comparison of the original and the restored versions which, undoubtedly made in good faith, could not avoid a degree of arbitrariness. Take, for instance, the old eye-witness who reconstructed from memory, more than fifty years on, the destroyed triptych of the Twin Tempest scene. Anyway, Gance wasn't there to protest, was he?

I must have seen Napoléon at least sixty times in all its different versions, and have been fortunate to have in my possession several drafts of the script, often quite at variance with each other. I've read hundreds of Gance's hand-written notes, pored over his diaries, perused a thousand stills, many of them from scenes either lost or unused. Above all, I have often been privileged to hear Gance's own retelling of the filming itself. All this has given me an exclusively personal vision of the film, the one I wish to capture in this book. I take it for granted that my readers have seen the film. If not, then drop everything and get to see it at once.

Just in case, and to refresh memories, before plunging into the Napoleonic maelstrom, here's a brief summary of the 1927 version of Gance's masterpiece.

Nelly Kaplan

Paris, 1994


RESUMÉ OF 'NAPOLÉON' (1925)
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First period

PROLOGUE, NAPOLÉON'S YOUTH. BRIENNE (December 1783)

In Brienne, where he is a boarder at military college, his innate tactical awareness is developed and he makes both mortal enemies and the affectionate acquaintance of Tristan Fleuri, a refectory boy and a character who crops up throughout the film.

NINE YEARS LATER AT THE CLUB DES CORDELIERS (June 1792)

Bonaparte, Tristan Fleuri, Violine (his daughter) and his son Marcellin mix with the crowd as they enthusiastically sing the Marseillaise, the new national anthem. Robespierre, Marat, Danton and Saint-Just reign over the Assembly.

THE TUILERIES. VIOLINE. POZZO DI BORGO

Bonaparte and Tristan Fleuri's family share the same modest building as two other neighbours, the Corsicans Salicetti and Pozzo di Borgo, who dance attendance on Violine. She rejects them, secretly in love with Bonaparte. Vexed, Pozzo di Borgo denounces the young woman as an aristocrat. She is saved by her father.

Second period

BONAPARTE IN CORSICA (October 1792)

In Corsica, Bonaparte and his family, faithful partisans of France, are banished by old Paoli, nicknamed père de la Patrie, who advocates acceptance of English rule. Pursued, Napoléon escapes in a boat, using as a sail the French flag he has snatched from the town hall of Ajaccio, capital of Corsica.

THE TWIN TEMPEST

The Tempest rages about Bonaparte's vessel at the very moment the Girondins are sent to the scaffold, victims of the political storm unleashed in the Assembly. Exhausted, Bonaparte is picked up by the sailors of the
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