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The opening shot: César sets off to fetch the priest
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INTRODUCTION
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'I regard Marcel Pagnol as the greatest cinematographic author of today,' declared Jean Renoir in 1937, the year following the release of César. It was not a view shared by other film-makers, for whom the commercial success of Pagnol's films seemed rather too evidently to represent the new talking film's abandonment of the art of cinema in the illegitimate interests of 'canned theatre', trading cinematic essence for theatrical convention. Pagnol himself did nothing much to discourage such a view; on the contrary, he developed an account of cinema as a medium whose purpose, seemingly, could be little more than to 'fix' theatre, a view which led to him being dismissed or ignored by generations of cinephiles and 'serious' filmgoers. 'Truth to tell,' commented Cahiers du cinéma in a survey of French directors twenty years after Renoir's accolade, 'one doesn't know what to think of him.'

Pagnol was indeed first of all a man of the theatre. The title credits at the beginning of César announce that the film 'brings to a close Marseille trilogy begun with Marius and Fanny in 1929 and 1931'. Marius and Fanny were plays before they were films and the dates given are those of the former, not of the latter. The films followed on the triumph of the plays: the 1929 play Marius became the 1931 film Marius directed by Alexander Korda; the 1931 play Fanny became the 1932 film Fanny directed by Marc Allégret (unless otherwise stated all subsequent references in this book are to the films of Marius, Fanny and César). César, however, marked a significant shift: a film before it was a play, it was written as a script and directed by Pagnol himself. In the period from Marius to César, the man of the theatre had gone over to the cinema (a 'betrayal' for which he was attacked by the theatre establishment). The commitment to cinema, moreover, was all-embracing: in the course of the 1930s, Pagnol established himself not just as a director but also as a producer and distributor, while simultaneously acquiring studios and processing laboratories. He conceived a future for the new cinema and set about obtaining the resources to allow him to help shape it.
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The trilogy films were highly successful and immediately acclaimed as 'a great popular epic'. Though times have changed, their popularity remains and they have become part of the tissue of French culture; certain scenes and comic exchanges are general knowledge, strongly familiar. It was thus only natural that one of France's main television channels should choose to celebrate the year 2000 by commissioning expensive remakes of the three films: the trilogy is after all, in the words of television star Roger Hanin, the César of the remakes, 'a monument of the national heritage'.

If Pagnol did not direct the first two films, he was nevertheless very much their author and the trilogy overall is his. The cover of the programme for Marius consisted simply of the title, the name of the production company and a picture of Pagnol against an image of the film's Marseille port setting; this was, the programme announced, Marius 'de Marcel Pagnol'. It was the same with Fanny, again presented as a 'film de Marcel Pagnol', to Allégret's annoyance. César, the closing film, directed by Pagnol in his own studios, can to some extent stand alone but is everywhere informed by the events, characters, words and images of its predecessors. Audiences at the time of its release, and indeed thereafter, went to it with knowledge and expectations carried over from Marius and Fanny; they wanted to meet the characters again and see the drama resolved. As though to underline this, Pagnol was fond of recounting that he came up with the final storyline just as shooting was about to begin in response to the demands of an old lady who would only loan him furniture for one of the sets if he told her what happened next, thereby ensuring she would not die without knowing the drama's conclusion. Concerned with César, the film included in the 'BFI Film Classics' list, this short book must necessarily also be concerned with the trilogy overall. Just as Pagnol's old lady had to know what came after, so we, going the other way, have to know what came before, must look back to Marius and Fanny.

Authors of 'Film Classics' volumes often choose their film because of an attachment to it, some particular meaning it has for them. My choice is no exception. César has been with me since my early teens when I acquired long-playing records of scenes from the trilogy (how and why I no longer know). Later, I heard those same scenes many times on the radio and eventually saw the films themselves, seeing them several times again over the following years. Most recently, I watched them in the context of a growing interest in Marseille, the richly fascinating city to which they are so closely tied and which, like them, has given me a great deal of pleasure.
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PAGNOL, CINEMA

Life

As he liked to recall, Pagnol was born in the same year as the cinema, within a few February days of the Lumière brothers' registration of the patent for their cinematic apparatus in 1895. His birthplace was Aubagne, a small town ten miles inland to the east of Marseille, where his instituteur father taught at the local school. Two years later, the family moved to the outskirts of Marseille and then in 1900 to the centre of the city itself where Pagnol grew up, spending childhood summers in La Treille, a village in the hills to the northeast – summers evoked in his memoirs La Gloire de mon père and Le Château de ma mère, widely known as a result of Yves Robert's 1990 film versions. After his primary schooling, he attended the Lycée Thiers (the location for his 1935 film Merlusse) where in 1914, with a group of friends he founded a literary review, Fortunio; short-lived in its first and second series, it was successfully relaunched in 1921, eventually becoming the influential Cahiers du Sud (though Pagnol's involvement had ceased before then). In the second series, Pagnol published two sonnets by another young Marseillais also to have a – very different – theatre and cinema career: Antonin Artaud.

After gaining a degree in English from the Université de Montpellier, Pagnol followed in his father's footsteps and became a teacher. He taught in schools in Tarascon, Aix and Marseille, until in 1925, at the age of thirty, he was given a post in the Lycée Condorcet in Paris. To reach the capital had long been his goal and this for reasons not of academic but of literary ambition. In 1927, he duly abandoned teaching to concentrate on making his breakthrough as a writer. This came the following year with the success of his play Topaze; a social satire in which a modest teacher is caught up in the world of business and gets the better of those seeking to manipulate him, but at the cost of the moral principles he had once sought to instil in his pupils. The success was confirmed a year later by the theatrical triumph of Marius and by the spring of 1930, the two plays together had totalled over a thousand performances in Paris alone. Such popular success was to accompany Pagnol throughout his career, and the more so after his turn to cinema.

Pagnol's interests and activities beyond his plays and films were multiple: translating Virgil and Shakespeare went along with attempts to prove Fermat's last theorem; skills at making things led to numerous inventions, some of which he patented, some of which were ingeniously improbable (an emergency braking system dependent on a giant foot dropping down to lift a car's wheels off the ground). Important for his cinema career was precisely this ability to turn his hand to anything and his determination always to succeed. Creative, commercial, practical and persuasive talents combined in a way that was decisive for the accomplishment of the turn to cinema.

In the first years of World War II, Pagnol continued his cinematic activities in Marseille (Marseille being in the 'free zone', not until late 1942 under German occupation), finishing La Fille du puisatier (1940), which had been interrupted by the outbreak of war, and beginning what was announced as his 'second trilogy', La Prière aux étoiles. Like the first, this was to comprise three films named after the three main characters but set mostly in Paris and in a quite different social milieu. The project was abandoned early in 1942 to avoid the films falling into the hands of the German-controlled Continental Film company, set up to run production and distribution in the occupied zone and increasingly exercising authority beyond it. One of the films had been more or less completed but Pagnol physically destroyed the copies (accounts, including Pagnol's own, vary as to how complete the destruction was and fragments survive; what I have seen of them, together with the published script, suggests that this second trilogy would have been embarrassingly bad).

The Liberation saw him in Paris at the head of a 'purification committee' established to look into the wartime activities of dramatic authors and composers, which he wound up quickly and painlessly. In 1942, given the situation in France, he had refused to stand for election to the Académie française but he agreed and was elected in 1946; an election heralded as that of 'the first Academician of cinema'. He died in 1974 and was buried in La Treille. The
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