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  Note and acknowledgements


  All film references and titles are given in French and English. For convenience I have adopted the shorter English-language title Amelie to refer to Le Fabuleux
  destin dAmlie Poulain. For all the other films I used the original title after the first mention. All the statistical and box office information provided in this book comes from
  the CNC and the IMDb database unless otherwise indicated. References are given in footnotes in full, except when the work is in bibliography. All French quotations are my own translations, unless
  otherwise indicated.


  I would like to thank the Department of Languages and my colleagues at Manchester Metropolitan University for their support and encouragement, the British Academy for funding two research trips
  to Paris, as well as the BIFI and CNC libraries and their friendly staff.


  My thanks also go to Patricia Allmer, David Bellos, Philippa Brewster, Rachida Chekaf, Bruno Delbonnel, Barbara Lebrun, Barbara and Emilie Lehin, Phil Powrie, Darren Waldron for their
  suggestions, and to Valrie Orpen, Anne Wright and Gordon Eccleston for reading the draft versions. Above all, I am grateful to Ginette Vincendeau for offering me the chance to write this
  book, and for her support as editor.


  


  Synopsis


  Amelie starts with a narrated prologue that retraces the life of the main character. Born near Paris in 1973, Amlie Poulain is the only child of eccentric
  parents, a taciturn doctor who thought she had a heart defect because she got excited when he checked her pulse, and an overprotective mother who died in a freak accident when her daughter was
  still a child. Amlie had a sheltered upbringing, and she compensated for her loneliness by creating her own world and friends through her vivid imagination.


  In 1997, Amlie, now an adult, lives alone in a small flat in Montmartre, and works in a local caf, Les Deux Moulins. Still seeing the world through the eyes of a child,
  she relishes the small pleasures of everyday life and she regularly visits her father in the suburbs. One evening, as she has just learnt about Princess Dianas death, she accidentally finds
  an old box full of a childs treasures that had been concealed in her bathroom wall in the 1950s. She sets out to find its owner (a man now in his forties named Bretodeau) in order to return
  the box. Her investigation gives her the opportunity to meet her neighbours, including a painter suffering from a rare bone disease, Raymond Dufayel, and the concierge, Madeleine Wallace. She
  realises that they all seem to have some problem that makes their lives unhappy.


  Having returned the box to its owner and seeing the extraordinary effect that it had, she decides to give her life some purpose by devoting herself to helping people around her, bringing them a
  little happiness anonymously. Her first tasks include cheering up a blind man and avenging simple-minded assistant Lucien who is bullied by his boss, the grocer Collignon. Then, she helps her
  hypochondriac colleague Georgette to find a soulmate (temporarily). She brings back a smile to the concierges face by sending her a fake love letter from her (late) husband pretending that
  it had been lost in the post. By the end of the film she has even surreptitiously convinced her father to realise his lifelong dream of travelling the world.


  However, Amlie is increasingly distracted in her missions, as in her incessant trips round Paris she has met a strange young man, Nino Quincampoix, who works in a sex shop and collects
  the old passport photographs discarded in automatic photo booths around the City. Nino is obsessed by the image of a bald man with red shoes whose identity is a mystery. In many ways Nino is like
  Amlie, lonely and eccentric. She falls in love with him instantly, starts looking for him but, having located him, is too shy to approach him directly. Instead, she devises a series of
  convoluted plans including treasure hunts and games of hide-and-seek. She makes mysterious telephone calls, adopts disguises and sends cryptic messages.


  When she discovers by chance the secret of the mystery man with the red shoes, Amlie still cannot bring herself to meet Nino face to face, possibly because she is afraid of confronting
  reality. A first date in the caf fails to materialise, but Nino will eventually track her down at her flat. With a little help from the painter, they finally embark on romance.


  


  Introduction


  Twenty-fifth April 2001. Le Fabuleux destin dAmlie Poulain/Amelie is released in French cinemas. It is Jean-Pierre Jeunets fourth feature film,
  after successful collaborations with Marc Caro in the 1990s for Delicatessen (1991) and La Cit des enfants perdus/The City of Lost Children (1995), and a solo incursion into
  Hollywood to direct Alien: Resurrection (1998).


  October 2004. Jeunets fifth film, Un long dimanche de fianailles/A Very Long Engagement, is about to be released and many reviews, including this one published in Le
  Point, start with a reference to Amelie:


  
    
      
        May 2001: there is only one name on the lips of eight million French people and that is Amlie. Their hearts are light and they believe again in happiness, in
        Montmartre and in poetic realism. Amelie is everywhere, Audrey Tautou has become the fiance of French people, and the film smashes all records of popularity in the USA. What a
        fabulous adventure for a pretty and unpretentious film, that bears the signature of Jean-Pierre Jeunet who, till then, had only been associated with the margins of popular cinema making
        fantasy films, with a touch of the fantastic.1

      

    

  


  In the context of French cinema, 2001 was the year of Amelie. In future years, anything that Jeunet may do will be compared to Amelie, because the film and its
  eponymous heroine have left a lasting impression in the collective memory. Another indication of the impact of the film is the number of cinema books and year retrospectives that chose to put
  Amlies face on their covers.
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