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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 showprints 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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A Note on Sources

Quotations from the script are taken from the edition published by Balland in 1974. All translations from the French are my own.
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INTRODUCTION
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Les Enfants du paradis is a work of incomparable richness and complexity, a deliberately playful text in which fiction and reality, film and theatre, are artfully intertwined and their boundaries confused. It is a film of immense scope and ambition, made at a crucial time in the history of France and of its cinema, which triumphantly surmounted all the constraints and restrictions of wartime, and which even today, half a century after it was first released, continues to be considered 'the greatest film ever made'.1

The gala première of Les Enfants du paradis was held at the Palais de Chaillot in Paris on 9 March 1945. The city had been liberated from German occupation for less than a year and the war was not yet over. But the streets were suddenly full of soldiers speaking English and the cinemas were screening long-banned American films. Many hopes were riding on Les Enfants du paradis. It was to be a showcase, a testimony to the French cinema's enduring qualities of imagination, and proof that it could stand up to foreign competition. For the director Marcel Carné the film represented the high point of his career; for the actors Arletty, Jean-Louis Barrault and Pierre Brasseur it was a professional watershed; for the set designer Alexandre Trauner it was his greatest achievement; and for the writer Jacques Prévert it was his last major contribution to the cinema. It was also a huge commercial success. Its first Paris run lasted for over a year and grossed 41 million francs.

The film would have been an impressive achievement under any circumstances, but under Occupation conditions it was little short of miraculous. Material shortages during the war made film-making a hazardous business. According to Carné, only the costumes for Les Enfants du paradis did not suffer from wartime restrictions. Procurement difficulties, unreliable transport, limits on the amount of film stock that could be used, and the regular power cuts, all made progress extremely laborious, as did rumours of Allied invasions. Often the crew worked for only an hour a day before being forced, by one shortage or another, to pack up. In these conditions, to undertake filming a spectacular lasting over three hours, requiring the largest and most complicated set ever built for a French film, and more than 1,500 extras, seems an extraordinary act of folly. Yet somehow 800 cubic metres of earth were shifted, 35 tonnes of scaffolding brought down from Paris, 300 tonnes of plaster and 500 square metres of glass were all found to recreate the nineteenth-century 'Boulevard du Crime'.2

Production started on 16 August 1943 at the Victorine Studios in Nice where the huge set was constructed. But the course of the war meant that the production had a chequered history. After only a few weeks, work was halted because of a rumour that the Americans had landed at Genoa. When Italy signed an armistice with the Allies in September 1943, the film's Italian co-producers withdrew and a hiatus of two months ensued. Carné and his team returned to Paris from Nice to find that the French producer of the film, André Paulvé, was under Nazi investigation and was pulling out. After further delay, Pathé agreed to take over the production which resumed on 9 November 1943 in their studios in Paris. The crew did not return to Nice until February 1944 by which time the set had been badly damaged by the weather and required further investment.

While the Nazis threatened Paulvé's business, the anti-semitic policies of the occupying forces and the Vichy government also caused difficulties. Neither the designer Alexandre Trauner, nor the composer Joseph Kosma, both of whom were Jews, could work on the film under their own names, so Léon Barsacq acted as a prête-nom for Trauner and Maurice Thiriet for Kosma. However, as the balance tipped towards an Allied victory, supporters of the Nazis began to run scared. Robert Le Vigan, the actor for whom the part of the old clothes-seller Jéricho was written, and who made many anti-semitic and pro-Nazi radio broadcasts during the war, fled in 1944 to join members of the Vichy government in the German town of Sigmaringen. Some controversy surrounds the number of scenes actually shot with Le Vigan as well as the date of his flight, but in the film as we have it today Jéricho is played by Pierre Renoir who was brought in as a last-minute substitute.

Despite all these vicissitudes, the production was nearing completion as the year 1944 drew to a close. But at this point Carné slowed proceedings down. The approaching end of the war opened up the possibility that instead of being the last film of the Occupation Les Enfants du paradis could be the first film of the Liberation. Chronologically, this is how things turned out. But as will become apparent, Les Enfants du paradis remains, in all other respects, a film of the Occupation years.


GENESIS OF THE FILM
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Les Enfants du paradis was allegedly born of a chance encounter which took place in the summer of 1942 between Jean-Louis Barrault, Marcel Carné and Jacques Prévert in a bar on the Promenade des Anglais in Nice. Barrault had come south for a holiday in St Tropez;3 Prévert, like many of his compatriots, had abandoned Paris after the German invasion and had settled in the hills above Nice where he was hiding Trauner in his house; Carné, who was visiting, was in a state of depression because his latest film project had been turned down. Asked if he had any ideas for a film, Barrault proposed, 'the story of a mime artist and an actor, for example Deburau and Frédérick Lemaître'. The subject had much to recommend it to the various members of this group: Carné had an abiding ambition to make a 'great', spectacular film; Prévert had a longstanding interest in 'popular' Parisian culture; while Barrault, who was preoccupied with the need to revive the contemporary French theatre, saw it as a chance to exploit his research into theatre history and his work on mime.

But was the subject-matter appropriate? Film-makers who wished their projects to find favour with the censors had to navigate between the twin dangers of a German veto and Vichy's version of patriotism. Carné and Prévert's preceeding film, Les Visiteurs du soir (1942), had successfully done this by recourse to a medieval setting reminiscent of one
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