


Introduction to the English Edition

One afternoon not so long ago René Clair and I sat in his study
debating the propriety of artistic revision. In conducting research
for a book I am writing on his work, I had come across a number
of variant versions of his films, including one that had somehow
been reduced to an incoherent jumble, no longer resembling the
original cut in any way. He told me that he, too, had seen that
monstrous recut, and had spoken about it to the direction of the
Cinémathéque Frangaise. They had responded with horror to
his suggestion that the copy be destroyed, but they accorded his
request that it never again be shown. While I had to agree that
the recut print was no longer his own work, I also had to defend
the archivist’s and scholar’s duty to preserve all the works of
great artists, no matter what their condition, rather than let
them perish completely.

“An artist should have the right to destroy his own work if it
doesn’t satisfy him, or to revise it if he feels that revision has
become necessary,” he countered. “I've made a few films in my
career for the wrong reasons—films that didn't spring from my
own heart—that I completely disown. If I were a painter, I
could paint them over; if I were a novelist, I could turn over the
sheets of paper and write another novel on the other side. Why
should a film-maker, more than any other artist, be bound to a
once-and-forever version—the first one—of his work? In film-
making, one is under terrific financial pressure to finish, and to
finish rapidly. One may make a decision on the final day of
cutting that one later—two days or twenty years—realizes was
wrong. With another picture, I dropped out a whole reel at the
premiére on the advice of my producers. I thought they were
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right at the time, and I still think they were right, forty years
later, even though I made that decision in a few seconds, after
the picture had been completed and just as it was about to be
premiéred. A couple of decades later, I cut some more material
out of that film because it no longer seemed appropriate—and
I also added a shot that I had long since come to realize was
necessary. The Museum of Modern Art in New York wrote me
a letter complaining that I was messing up “their” film when
they saw the revised version after I had recut it. I've experienced
similar reactions when I've tried to restore some of the other
films that somehow had become scrambled. It seems that the
archivists prefer to keep their version intact at any expense-—even
if it doesn’t have much to do with the original—because in their
minds it has been sanctified by tradition. I wonder what they
would do if I suddenly decided to substitute an alternate ending
I once shot for a later film, and eventually abandoned? It rather
changes the outcome of the picture. As a matter of fact, I got an
infuriated letter from Cocteau after he saw the picture telling
me I was crazy not to have used that other ending.”

Seeing the irrefutable logic in René Clair’s artistic-prerogative
argument didn’t affect my own bias as a student of his work, to
whom all of his versions must remain equally interesting simply
because they are all the products of his creative imagination.
I realized that our discussion had reached an ideological impasse.
“The trouble is,” I helpfully suggested, “that you've been working
in the wrong art all these years. If you were a poet, say Blake
for instance, you could revise to your heart’s content whenever
you feel like it, and all the different versions could be printed
together. Then everyone would be happy. Or you might have
been an essayist, like Montaigne. I've always admired his attitude
toward revision: ‘Maybe I'm wrong now and was right at first,’
he would say. “‘What do I know? So I'll add on my later ideas
but never exclude any of my initial ones.””

“Ah, yes,” René Clair replied. “Montaigne was right, as usual.
And now that you mention it, I guess I am following Montaigne's
method right down the line with the new work I've undertaken,
a revision of my old book Reflections on the Cinema.” His guess
was accurate, for in Cinema Yesterday and Today we find his
Montaignesque revision of revisions, those 1970 reflections on
1950 reflections on reflections from the previous thirty-odd years
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that document his sometimes thoughtful, sometimes outrageous,
always provocative examinations of self and cinema over that
long and important period of time. Fifty years in which the
matured form of silent cinema gave way to a squalling infant,
sound film, and in which sound film came to develop a maturity
of its own. Fifty years of love, devotion, patience, petulance,
agony and delight centered on this unruly artistic genius of our
century. Fifty years of engaged thought by one of world cinema’s
most gifted creative artists.

Fifty years ago, in 1921, René Clair was making his entry into
cinema—a very casual entry, it might be added. The previous
year, as a sort of lark, he had taken a part in a film just to see
what it was like, to pick up a little money—and perhaps even to
meet some of the lovely girls who were said to be working on
the picture. He had no serious intentions about cinema whatso-
ever. “I went into the studios for three days,” he says, “and
stayed there all my life.” In 1921, he worked as the juvenile lead
for several directors, notably Protazanoff and Louis Feuillade,
now famous for his early serials Fantémas and Judex. The
following year, growing more and more intrigued by cinema,
René Clair worked with director Jacques de Baroncelli, and
began to compose screenplays. At the same time, he took over the
film section of the magazine Thédtre et Comeedia Illustrés, which
he continued to edit for two years. In 1923, he directed his first
film, Paris qui dort (The Crazy Ray), and the rest is history:
twenty-four feature films, five shorts or contributions to omnibus
films, numerous screenplays, and frequent forays into fiction as
well as other forms of the dramatic arts.

René Clair’s French friends might call his passion for literature
a “violon d’Ingres”: Ingres, the neo-classical painter, was never
very happy over the fact that his muse had destined him to be-
come a great painter rather than a violinist. Similarly, René Clair
longed for a career as a man of letters, as a poet and novelist.
His earliest works were stories and poems, and even after he
began work in cinema, he continued to hold out his hopes for
a literary life—to the extent that the young man born René
Chomette actually took on the pseudonym René Clair for his
“temporary” work in cinema so that he could keep his real name
untainted for his literary works.

As you read the following pages, you will doubtlessly admire
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the deep affection René Clair has held over the years for the
literary traditions of France and England. It may seem odd that
a man with such a strong inclination toward the written word
should have been such a staunch enemy of literary traditions
whenever they entered into the making of a film. Indeed, we
might very easily expect a man of those leanings to sanction the
invasion of cinema by literature. But the exact opposite is true.
In every instance where any extra-cinematic tradition has
threatened the autonomy of film, René Clair throughout his
life has rushed in to expose it and to exorcise it with the same
candid lucidity we have come to recognize as a hallmark of his
films. From the very beginning, René Clair was a cinéaste,
whether he knew it or not, whether he preferred it or not. He
was born with an instinct for cinema, an instinct that manifested
itself in his very first writings and has continued to do so
throughout the years. Although it would take a well-trained
film historian to appreciate fully the originality found in many
of these ideas once considered scandalous and now universally
accepted, any reader interested in cinema will recognize the
consistency with which he has advocated the right and duty of
film-makers to keep their art pure and free of contamination
from foreign elements of any sort. There is no need to talk here
about the other manifestations of his instinct for cinema, the
films themselves, which have assured him a permanent place in
the pantheon of great original film creators.

And in exercising his violon d’Ingres, René Clair also has a
talent for words—a talent that has already earned this book a
French award for the best work on cinema to appear in 1970-71.
We can thank that talent for having placed this work, unique in
the history of cinema, before us. That talent has produced a
fifty-year record of cinema seen from the inside, seen by a man
who lived with it intimately, seen by a man who first loved it
with a passion that engendered romantically zealous declarations
of immaculate fidelity, then with a more mature love bringing
a less truculent and more tolerant understanding that allowed
him to acknowledge his youthful follies, and finally by the
philosopher who realizes that the love he has nurtured and
cherished all his life is indeed strong enough to withstand all
the seductions wrought upon it by ill-intentioned or misguided
corruptors. In one sense, this work forms an unparalleled com-
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mentary on the vicissitudes of cinema; in another, it bears
witness to a touching declaration of faith in our century’s
most vibrant art form.

As we finished talking about his book, René Clair asked me
if I would oversee the American translation as its editor, to make
sure that the work is totally accessible to American readers, some
of whom may not understand all of his many references to French
culture. I agreed willingly, and have attempted to do so in the
footnotes that follow, which have been given numbers and
labeled “Ep.” to differentiate them from the author’s own notes
(with asterisks) . In my notes, I have confined myself entirely to
explanatory remarks, although in the text I have occasionally
exercised the editor’s prerogative to correct a faulty detail that
resulted from a lapse of factual memory on the author’s part
while describing the action of films seen long ago. These lapses
are very rare, and the corrections pass without comment, since
the details never alter a point the author is making. In order
to avoid loading down the pages with unnecessary annotations,
I have commented only on French names or cultural references
that must be recognized and understood in order to obtain a
full appreciation of the text. The translator has also supplied
film titles in English as well as in their original form where
applicable, along with their director’s name and their date of
release, in the title index. Our mutual aim has been, of course,
to provide the American reader with the most helpful edition
possible of this fascinating work.

It seems unnecessary to say any more, for René Clair himself
will tell you as you turn the pages how this remarkable book
came to be composed, and then will lead you on a fascinating
journey that crisscrosses those eventful years on hundreds of
different paths, from hundreds of different angles, to build up
an intriguing and informative composite chart of his and
cinema’s mutual metamorphoses over the fifty engaging years

they have spent together.
R C DaLE
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NOTE: Those portions of the text flanked at the left by
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and commentary from the standpoint of 1950 and 1970.



Foreword

In the eyes of the historian, no document is unimportant. That
is undoubtedly why in 1950 Georges Sadoul, who was beginning
to publish his Histoire générale du cinéma, urged me to
assemble into one volume various articles I had written in
the past.

These articles, which I barely remembered, had been composed
between 1922 and 1935, and dealt with the last years of the
silent film and the first years of the sound film. Leafing through
them, I felt that the questions raised by the cinema in that vital
period of its development had not lost all their significance, but
I felt also that my feelings in regard to them had changed on
many points. And in the course of my reading, finding fault
here, giving my approval there, commenting on whatever called
for commentary, I struck up a sort of dialogue across the years
with the author of these old articles.

This was the form adopted by a book entitled Réflexion faite,
published in 1951, which gathered together various notes “‘as
aids for a history of film art from 1920 to 1950”1 The final
pages of the book contained the following passage:

Before sending these notes to the printer, I have just reread
them. How many topics they include which no longer have
more than a historical or at least retrospective interest! In less
than thirty years, how many changes in an “art” the development
of which depends so closely on technology! We may well ask
what will remain in thirty years of what our contemporaries
call cinema. And in three hundred years, when Corneille will
not have many more readers than the Chanson de Roland has
today, when the name of Charlie Chaplin will be mentioned
only by a few scholars? No doubt our cinema will then appear
as the primitive form of a medium of expression which it is
difficult for us to imagine; or perhaps the memory of it will be
merely one of the strangest traces of a vanished civilization.

Anyone who has browsed through the shelves of used book
stores, or has meditated on the fragility of human things in

1Published in English as Reflections on the Cinema (London: W. Kimber,
1953). “Upon Reflection” gives a more accurate idea of the pun contained in
the French title.—Ep.
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some rural attic, knows that chance can save from destruction
the least important books as well as the most weighty. By
virtue of this egalitarian law, it is not absolutely impossible that
a copy of the present book will still exist in five hundred years.
Let us suppose that this copy then comes into the hands of an
inquisitive man who, bewildered by his find, shows it to some
student he knows. The student, who cannot make out the
subject of this sorcerer’s manual written in an archaic language,
will perhaps offer it to one of his professors for examination.
This professor, an authority on the history of twentieth and
twenty-first-century customs, opens my book. “What,” he won-
ders, “is this unknown author talking about? What was this
thing he calls a ‘film?" What was this ‘cinematic art’” which seems
to have been so important in the life of the good people of
that era?”

Time is a skillful magician. He distracts our attention so
cunningly that the trick is performed without our noticing his
subterfuges. No need to traverse centuries to ascertain the
result; a few seasons are enough. When the prospect of a new
edition of Réflexion faite arose, I opened this little book and
noticed that a number of passages which corresponded to my
reflections of not so long ago showed signs of age themselves.
Surely the cinema has not evolved so drastically that it is
necessary to explain today what it was like twenty years ago.
Nevertheless, 1 considered it not unuseful to take new bearings
and to add a third voice to the dialogue outside of time which I
had carried on with myself, a voice which would be—forgive
me—my OwI Once again.

I wrote in 1950 and I must repeat today in order to avoid
any misunderstanding:

This is not a history of the cinema. I would be quite incapable
of writing one. The pages gathered together here may not have
any other merit than an extremely obvious lack of objectivity
hardly befitting a historian.

The reader may also find that I have paid too much attention
to one topic or neglected another; in fact, a number of interesting
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things and more than one memorable name have gone unmen-
tioned in this book. But I had neither an overall plan nor
specific references, and it was often chance that furnished the
subject of these reflections. Far from wishing to draw up an
henor roll, I have merely assembled old notes, sketched various
general notions of a profession that is also an art, and recalled
to life a few images of its past. If I do not speak much about
the present—that is, about contemporary cinema—it is not
because I fail to recognize the importance of its accomplishments.
But to judge them without the necessary perspective and before
time has sifted their contributions, would be to engage in
criticism. And I am no more a critic than I am a historian.

One word further: if the three voices which will carry on the
dialogue in this book are not always in unison, this will not
trouble me very much; I even hope that their discord will be of
some interest. What would freedom of expression be if it were
not guaranteed by the inalienable right of self-contradiction?

To begin, let us contradict chronology and, before turning
back toward a recent past, venture a few steps into a more or
less distant future. When people say, as they do in many
different places today, that the cinema is experiencing a crisis,
the term is incorrect. At the end of a crisis, the thing that was
affected by it returns more or less to its former state. Now, in
this particular case, that cannot happen. What the cinema is
suffering from is its failure to adapt to the possibilities of an
era in which everything is changing with inconceivable rapidity.
Though it is a modern medium of expression, it has remained
paradoxically attached to its past. And aren’t we all behind
our times like those generals who were preparing for an earlier
war?l When we talk about “film,” we are using a word which
will soon be inadequate to define the audiovisual forms ol
expression that are now being developed.

What forms? Strolling on a beach the other day, I thought

1When the French military command belatedly recognized in the late thirties
that war with Germany was unavoidable, they prepared their defense by con-
structing the Maginot Line, a series of trenches along their Eastern front.
Although the French were convinced that the Second World War would be
conducted according to the same trench strategy as the first war had been, the
Germans entertained other ideas on the subject, and eventually proved the
French generals to be disastrously wrong.—Eb.
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that if Venus Astarte were to issue from the briny wave today,
her divine foot would be sullied by the deposits of fuel oil that
wash up on our shores. Why do we still use the unclean oil
called petroleum which we have great difficulty extracting from
the bowels of the earth, where prudent Nature placed it out
of our reach? Isn’t it surprising that after so many years the
automobile is still faithful to the internal combustion engine
of its beginnings? Is it true that no other means has been found
of making our cars go? In an era when the astronauts’ ships
glide through “infinite space,” we continue here on earth to
manufacture clumsy engines which rattle our brains with their
noise, while our lungs, as well as the foliage on our trees, are
eaten away by their fumes.

“What,” the reader may well ask, “does this have to do with
the cinema?”

The automobile is not the only thing that has remained
fundamentally unchanged since its earliest days. The physical
basis of film-making, which is just as old as the automobile, has
not developed any more than cars have. After eighty years, more
or less, have passed and fabulous treasures have been expended
on these two industries! One, with its gasoline, is still back in
the good old days of the Marquis de Dion;! the other, with its
celluloid, is still in the days of the Lumijére Brothers.

“And color, sound, wide screen?”

Trifles! Nothing essential has changed; a transparent ribbon
moved along by a sprocket wheel, with a light behind it and a
white canvas in front of it: we are still at the point of departure.
If you want to talk about new technology, take a look at what
television is accomplishing! At the very moment an event takes
place, let us say in Japan, the image of it is transmitted via the
United States and, relayed by some satellite, joins up again on
European screens with the sound, which is routed through
Canada or some other path around the earth. In a day when
such miracles are taking place, the technology of the cinema
seems ridiculously primitive.

“Let's be fair. Progress has been made. The sensitivity of
film has been heightened, cameras and sound equipment have
been lightened considerably, and . . ..”

1The Marquis de Dion was a French automotive pioneer.—Ep.
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This progress has made it possible to shoot films in a different
style. But this is not yet the “new cinema,” which is talked
about more than it is seen. It is from technology that a complete
renewal is to be expected. Just as the arrival of sound revolu-
tionized the dramaturgy of the story film, it is the evolution of
technology that will give this dramaturgy its new forms.

If the theater has not undergone substantial transformations
in two thousand years, it is because its material existence was
not dependent on technology. From the Greek theater to the
medieval mystery plays and to contemporary drama, whether
the stage be Elizabethan, Chinese or Italian, the principle is the
same: a platform and a passion, to quote a good phrase. It
matters very little whether this platform is made of wood or of
marble, whether it does or does not have a revolving stage and
elevators. The sun of Athens was as good as all our spotlights,
and the acoustics at Epidaurus make loudspeakers unnecessary.

But the cinema is still the “scientific toy”’ that it was to its
inventors, and continues to depend on science body and soul.
That is why, after more than a half-century of immobility, it is
on the eve of surprising metamorphoses. Look at what happened
with radio: in the early days radio receivers had the form of
enormous boxes linked to long antennas. Today the voices of
the whole world issue from a tiny case, soon from a thimble.
Miniaturization still has surprises in store for us. It is not
madness to predict that before long film images and sound will
be recorded by means of a tiny apparatus and that transmitted
images will appear within a frame similar to that of a
wristwatch.*

Even now the smallest model television camera transmitting
pictures by radio and cable is the size of an ordinary pocket
flashlight. And an American Senate committee has made up-
setting discoveries in the course of an inquiry into industrial
espionage. In particular, it seems that during the exclusive
premié¢re of a new fashion line, two television cameras were
found in the brassiere of one lady guest.

That sounds like science fiction, but the distance between
fiction and science is lessening daily. In his book Automation et
humanisme Georges Elgozy writes:

*It seems that the size of the components of all electronic devices has been
reduced 100,000 times between 1948 and 1970.
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The time intervening between a basic discovery and its
industrial applications is growing shorter every year. From a
hundred years for photography, it went to fifty years for the
telephone, fourteen for the airplane, seven for television, six for
the peaceful uses of atomic energy, five for the use of communica-
tion satellites.

In the past, monks continued to make manuscript copies even
after printing had been invented. By a similar survival of an
anachronistic practice, copies of a film are still transported from
one city to another even though a single television station could
telecast the film, through the air or by cable, to a thousand
theaters at the same time. That is what will happen some day,
and it can be predicted that after this large-scale telecast, another
television channel will present the same picture on home screens
for those who prefer to see it without going out. Finally, films
will be printed in a smaller format and will be sold, like long-
playing records, to film lovers who want to acquire a personal
collection. When these varied modes of distribution have come
into use, it will be seen that what was called a crisis of the
cinema was only one of the phases of its development.

All that would still only be a variant, an extension of what we
already know. The kinetic arts are in their infancy, and their
future is as little known to us as that of photography was in the
reign of Louis XIII. In a short novel published quite some
time ago,! the present writer conceived the idea of a gigantic
film projected onto the sky. We cannot be sure that this fanciful
notion will not become a reality some day.

There is already talk of projection without a screen, virtual
images that would have an cxistence only as we look at
them. . . . For us benighted people, this seems scarcely more
mysterious than the simple process of recording on magnetic
tape which shows no visible trace of the sound it conceals.
Moreover, aren’t we told that the laser makes it possible to
obtain an image each fragment ol which potentially contains
the entire image, and that this image can show not only the
front of an object but also what is located behind the object and
is hidden by it> That it is possible to divide the laser beam in
two and form a three-dimensional image by the interference of

1René Clair’s Adams (Paris: Grasset, 1926) , published in English translation
as Star Turn (London: Chatto & Windus, 1936) —Fp.
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the reconverging double beam, that a hologram with the aid of
a computer gives rise to a kinoform, and that thanks to this
newcomer a mere idea, not corresponding to any real figure,
can become a concrete form . . . ?

I would be quite lost if I had to explain these wonders; since
I would not understand them myself if they were explained to
me, 1 prefer taking the specialists at their word. But I can still
dream about them. The past teaches us that what is possible
for still pictures becomes possible sooner or later for moving
pictures. No doubt this is the path that will lead to three-
dimensional films, that old problem which has not yet been
solved satisfactorily. It is amusing to imagine forms as im-
material as those stage ghosts whose appearance is created by
means of trick mirrors, creatures issuing from the framework of
the screen and entering our three-dimensional universe. If these
inventions are applied commercially and placed within the
reach of all, these forms could gambol about with full freedom
in everybody’s home, whereas the television figures we see today
are still imprisoned in a depthless limbo. A priceless resource
for the elegiac poet! In his room his beloved, picked up by a
home receiver, could materialize at will like the figures—
impalpable, unfortunately—who pass through our dreams.

As for the epic poet, the sky would be his domain. I see this
sky peopled by shades as mighty as gods or swarming with the
activity of another world—not that antiworld whose existence
is suspected by the scientists, but an additional world to which
we could relegate a portion of our desires and misery. By means
of projections every country would create its own empire there,
with its own army, of course. And if a war broke out we would
be the spectators of battles in which only spectral blood was
shed . . .. Unless the human race never gets to conquer these
dream spaces because it is blown to bits by the creations of its
genius, the thickness of the earth from surface to center no
longer being “sufficiently honorably deep.”*

But let us return to our own time. No matter how far-fetched
our ramblings may be and how implausible they appear, one
thing is certain: the story film will not retain the form in which
we know it, and in the face of the upheavals that await us, how
laughable the arguments about the ethics and esthetics of

*Alfred Jarry, Gestes et opinions du docteur Faustroll.
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contemporary productions seem! The future of the media of
expression, of which our cinema is only a forerunner, defies our
reason. If we wish to adapt to an era fertile in marvels, we must
not be afraid to call upon Lady Imagination. At times the face
of this madwoman in our brain, when seen in the fantastic light
of our century, shows some points of resemblance to Minerva’s.
But surely that goddess of wisdom cannot look without a smile
at what we call progress.



By Way of an Epigraph

Between 1920 and 1924, the Compagnie des Ballets Suédois
(Swedish ballet company) became the most Parisian of all dance
troupes. Its director, Rolf de Maré¢, surrounded by co-workers
whose names testify to his second sight or clairvoyance, had
rented the Théatre des Champs-Elysées, which had been since
1914 a Sleeping Beauty's palace—new, sumptuous and empty.

This theater, the direction of which he had entrusted to
Jacques Hébertot, was at the time a delightful beehive of
artistic activity. On the main stage, among other memorable
attractions, the Ballets Suédois were followed by Diaghilev’s
Ballets Russes, the Vienna Opera, Stanislavsky's company and
that of the Kamerny Theater of Moscow, which put on works as
different as Racine’s Phédre and Lecocq’'s Giroflé-Girofla in
productions that would make the boldest innovators of today
turn pale. At the Comédie and the Studio,! Jouvet, Pitoéff and
Baty were working. And in the corridors, in the midst of the
dancers, singers, conductors and actors of every nationality,
could be found Claudel, Cocteau, Cendrars, Honegger, Milhaud,
Poulenc, Auric, Bonnard, de Chirico, Laprade, Léger, Foujita
and others. “Others” of quality. Not far away, the outdoor
tables of Chez Francis served as a second lounge of the theater.
There Giraudoux would see a bizarrely befeathered old lady pass
by every evening at the same hour. Through the grace of poetry,
she became the Madwoman of Chaillot.

In November 1924, the final production of the Ballets Suédois
was announced as follows:

RELACHEZ
Instantaneist ballet in two acts
and a cinematographic entr’acte
and The Dog’s Tail, by Francis
Picabia. Music by Mr. Erik Satie.
Sets by Mr. Picabia. Cinemato-
graphic entr’acte by Mr. René Clair.
Choreography by Mr. Jean Borlin.

1The two smaller auditoriums in the Théitre des Champs-Elysées—ED.

2“Reldche” means “relaxation,” but in theatrical parlance it means that per-
formances have been temporarily suspended. The phrase could be translated
as “closed today,” “day off,” or “no performance tonight.”—#D.
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For the benefit of future historians of the performing arts, 1
must add that it was never known precisely why this ballet was
“instantaneist.”” As for The Dog’s Tail, no one ever saw hide or
hair of it. But Picabia, one of the great inventive minds of that
period, was not likely to run short of inventions. When I met
him he explained to me that he wanted to have a film projected
between the two acts of his ballet, something that had been done
during the intermission of café-concert performances before the
World War. Since I was the only staff member who worked in
cinema, 1 was the one called upon.

What good luck for a beginner! My unit was quickly formed:
I hired a cameraman, two young men who were called assistant
directors and had all sorts of chores, and a property man not
the easiest of whose duties was to find parking space every
evening for a hearse rented from a funeral parlor. Nobody
would take the trouble to give shelter for the night to this
vehicle, to which a camel was harnessed in the daytime. That
is what the scenario called for.

All Picabia knew about this scenario was what he had written
on a sheet of stationery bearing the letterhead of the restaurant
Maxim'’s, and I was mightily pleased when I showed him the
completed film and heard him laugh at what I had added to it.
As for Satie, the old master of young music, he timed every
sequence with meticulous care, thus preparing the first musical
composition written in perfect synchronization with a film, and
this at a time when the cinema was still silent. Extremely
conscientious, he was afraid he would not complete his work by
the assigned date, and he would send me friendly but urgent
appeals couched in an inimitable handwriting:

And the film? . . . Time goes by (and doesn’t come back again).
Am “jittery” thinking you have forgotten me. Yes. .. Send me
quickly the details of your so wonderful work. Thank you much.
Truly yours I am.

Time went by and did not come back again, but on the date
planned everything was ready. The sumptuous décor Picabia
had conceived for his ballet, consisting solely of metal reflectors,
was set up on the main stage. The dancers rehearsed for the last
time under Jean Borlin’s direction. Désormiére gave his last-
minute instructions to the large orchestra he was conducting.
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For our film, a projection booth was set up in the second
balcony. And the great night arrived.

Picabia had not failed to provoke the future spectators by
writing in the program: “I would rather hear them vyell than
applaud.” For his part, Satie, after declaring that he had com-
posed a piece of ““pornographic” music for us “good boys,” toned
down that declaration by adding that he did not intend “to
make a lobster or an egg blush.” And the cream of Parisian
first-nighters, always attracted by the hope of a scandal, had
swooped down upon the Théatre des Champs-Elysées fully
prepared to savor the most insulting surprises.

The surprise was not one that would normally have been
expected. The ticket holders—gentlemen in white-tie evening
dress, ladies with bare shoulders, furs and diamonds—stepped
out of their cars beneath Bourdelle’s marble sculpture only to
learn that the doors of the theater were locked and that the
performance would not take place. There was a lively explosion
of shouts, to which were added the comments of the knowledge-
able: “We should have suspected it . . . That's what the title
meant: No Performance . . . This is the apotheosis of Dada . . .
That joker Picabia’s best stunt . . . .”

The truth, however, was simpler. Jean Borlin—ill or perhaps
compelled by excitement to take too powerful a stimulant—was
not in shape to appear on the stage. But that explanation
satisfied no one, and most of those who returned home in their
gala dress fully believed that they had been the victims of an
excellent joke. A few days later, they had to admit their mistake
when the curtain rose on the first act of Reldche.

A brief filmed prologue which I had shot at the request of the
authors showed them descending from heaven in slow motion—
an unforgettable view of Satie: white wispy beard, pince-nez,
derby and umbrella—and firing a cannon shot that announced
the beginning of the performance. The first part of the ballet
was well received and the audience was still applauding when a
screen descended from the flies. The projection of Entr’acte
began.

From the very first frames, a noise composed of discreet
laughter and muttered grumbling rose from the crowd of
spectators, and a slight shudder ran up and down the rows of
seats. This is the sign of a coming storm, and soon the storm
broke. Picabia, who had wished he could hear the audience yell,
had every reason to be satisfied. Shouts and whistles mingled
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with the melodious clowning of Satie, who undoubtedly had the
connoisseur’s appreciation of the harmonic support the protesters
were lending his music. The bearded ballerina and the mortuary
camel were received as was fitting, and when the whole audience
felt itself swept away on the roller coaster of the amusement park,
their howls brought the general disorder and our pleasure to
their peak. Imperturbable, Roger Désormiere, with furious
forelock and set features, seemed to be simultaneously conducting
the orchestra and unleashing a burlesque hurricane with his
commanding baton. Thus was born, amid sound and fury, this
little film, the end of which was greeted with applause as loud
as the catcalls and whistles.

Now that Entr’acte is shown in film societies and film libraries
with all the deference due to an antique, I am tempted to pay
my respects to those who once hissed it. Snobbism has done the
arts so many favors that it should not be damned indiscrim-
inately. But it is healthy only if it remains the prerogative of a
certain class of intelligence. When its effects become the common
property of the entire audience, it is to be feared that this
phenomenon presages the abandonment of individual judgment,
acceptance of any sort of conformity, submission to every
dictatorship of tastes and ideas. Nothing is more distressing than
a tame, disciplined audience that feels obliged to applaud in
cadence even what it finds dull, even what it dislikes. That
audience is ready to do the goosestep. The audience of the
Ballets Suédois had the courage to get angry. It was a real
audience, a living audience . . . .

The critics were kind to us: not only such young revolution-
aries as Léon Moussinac and Robert Desnos, but even such
pontiffs as Lucien Descaves and Paul Souday, who admitted that
they had laughed. But it was the subtle Alexandre Arnoux who
bestowed the most flattering praise on us. Seeing Enir’acte again
at some filn society, long after the premiére at the Champs-
Elysées, he wrote: “This film is still young. Even today you feel
like hissing it.”

Some people have wondered just how much of what is called
“sincerity” goes into an enterprise of this nature. That is a
pertinent question, but one not easy to answer. I myself am
incapable of drawing the line between the provocation, the
“avstification and the serious side of my own contribution to a

’
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work which was improvised for showing on a few evenings and
which has survived by chance. And my uncertainty on this point
leads me to raise the same question in regard to various artistic
productions of our time. I hope that one day some future Ph.D.
will write a thesis entitled: On the Role of Conscious or Un-
conscious Mystification in Contemporary Art. Believe me, it is
not an unimportant subject.

I have wondered at times why the name of Francis Picabia has
not been cited more often among the names of those who, for
better or worse, have contributed to the creation of our era.
I think I know the answer to this question, which other people
have asked themselves as well: he never felt like playing the part
of the “accursed” creator, and the people of our time (no doubt
to obtain forgiveness for the various conformities to which they
are attached) have a taste for official “accursedness.”!

The young people who frequent film societies can see in our
old film a funeral scene in which, by Francis Picabia’s request,
his initials appear on the mortuary escutcheon along with Erik
Satie’s. Now that he has rejoined Satie in our memory, I recall
that elegant challenge which that lover of life seemed to be
sending death. And I repeat to myself these lines taken from a
manifesto published at the time of Entr’acte, these sincere and
serious lines in which he seems to define the whole of his artistic
production, as well as himself:

Entr’acte does not believe in much—in the pleasure of living,
perhaps; it believes in the pleasure of inventing, it respects
nothing except the desire to burst out laughing, for laughing,
thinking and working have the same value and are indispensable
to one another.

”s

“The pleasure of inventing . . . .” Stendhal could not have
put it better. Permit me to place this profession of faith at the
beginning of these notes, by way of an epigraph.

1The French word is “maudit,” a combination of tormented, damned, ac-
cursed, and tortured. Although it usually respectfully designates certain nine-
teenth-century poets, Clair uses it here pejoratively to connote a pseudo-artistic
self-pitying role—kp.



A Dialogue

If the dialogue resulting from this discussion gives rise to many
“I's” and “me’s,” please do not hold it against me.* Despite the
disadvantage of using the first person, the best way of bearing
witness is still to say: “I was there. Such a thing happened
to me.”

Two years before the event that has just been narrated, I had
joined the staft of the Théitre des Champs-Elysées, where Jacques
Hébertot was not content merely to manage his three stages. In
the basement of the building constructed by the Perret Brothers,
he had set up a printing shop, where Paris-Journal first saw the
light of day. Its first editor-in-chief was Aragon; under the direc-
tion of Pierre Scize and Georges Charensol it became the most
representative weekly of its era. In its pages appeared an article
signed by the novice Marcel Pagnol, as well as La Confession
dédaigneuse (The scornful confession) by André Breton. In
addition, Jacques Hébertot published two monthly magazines,
La Danse and Le Thédtre. 1 was assigned to write for Le Thédtre
a cinema supplement called “Films,” which was published from
December 1922 to December 1924.

If you are willing to believe it possible to wander about in the
past in some way other than in meniory, permit me to return fo
that era and to appear as I am today—that is, laden with a good
number of superfluous vears—on the Champs-Elysées, where the
sumptuous chestnut trees had not yet given way to the spindly
sycamores of today.

Following the Avenune Montaigne amid the passersby who fail
to notice the anachronism of my appearance, I arrive at the blind
alley located on the side of the Théatre des Champs-Elysées.
There, in a sort of triangular closet which passes for an office, sits
a thin young man busy correcting printer’s proofs.

I: René¢ Clair, I presume?

THE YounG MAN: Speaking.

Let us now 1magine that these two people enter into conversa-
tion and that the older of the two asks the younger one what the

*R.C., Réflexion faite, 1951.
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latter thinks of the cinema in this year 1923. The young man,
somber and resolute as one can be only at that age, replies with-
out hesitation:

R. C. 1923: The cinema is too young, too imperfect, to satisfy us
if it remains stationary. From the moment it ceases to advance, it
seems to move backwards.*

THE OtHER: What do you mean exactly by “cinema?” Itis a
word that may be taken in different ways in future years.

R. C. 1923: It is time to have done with words. Nothing is
being improved because we are not wiping the slate clean. Real
cinema cannot be put in words. But just try to get that across to
people—you, myself and the rest—who have been twisted by
thirty-odd centuries of chatter: poetry, the theater, the novel. . . .
They must learn again to see with the eyes of a savage, of a child
less interested in the plot of a Punch and Judy show than in the
drubbings the puppets give each other with their sticks.

THE OTHER: Certainly. But while waiting for the unlikely ful-
filment of that wish, do you have reason to despair?

R. C. 1923: When optimism revives, the cinema appears to be
in good health. Everything has been done to stifle it from its
infancy. It is growing up all the same, and it will continue to
grow; it will become something monstrous, an incomplete giant,
to the surprise of those who wanted to keep it in diapers. When
I'say cinema, I am not speaking of the film industry, which seems
to be going from bad to worse, thanks to the impotent hangers-on
and con men who make their living by it along with a few loyal
and innocent souls. I am speaking of the cinema as a means of
expression—or a means of making us appreciate silence. Just
think that at the beginning stage plays were filmed with their
stage sets and their stage actors and their red make-up which
showed up as blackface! Just think that thousands of novels,
written works, have been adapted to this art of moving pictures!

*This dialogue is not completely imaginary. The words put into the mouth
of the young man of 1923 are taken from one of the articles I published at
that time in Le Thédtre.
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Just think that even today, there is the cinema that points a
moral, the cinema with a message, and that we are told to expect
color cinema and three-dimensional cinema. As if the things that
surround us—in fact, our whole existence—were so beautiful
that they just had to be reproduced exactly as they are! And the
cinema is not dead. We are astonished at all the vitality it has.
No doubt Providence wants to console us for our charming
modernity— a five-year war, bankruptcies, remote-control destruc-
tion, taxes, poverty, influenza epidemics, stock market speculation
—and for the still rosier future it holds in store, by making us
a gift of this universal toy and then watching us to see that we
do not break it.

THE OTHER: Please let’s not talk about war and remote-control
destruction. I would be afraid of the accuracy of your predictions.
. . . Instead, tell me what ought to be done if your cinema is to
realize its destiny fully.

R. C. 1923: The whole public should be sent to a school where
nothing is taught. School or rather vacuum-cleaning agency.
There, my dear millions of friends, your heads would be purged
of all those dregs of outmoded literature, all those artistic tran-
quilizers you absorb from your childhood on, which keep you
from observing the world and works of art with an individual
eye, which repress your savage’s sensitivity to the point where you
no longer cry out in ecstasy——except in certain all too prearranged
circumstances. Dregs of literature: Michel Zévaco, Stendhal, Mal-
larmé, the Jeud: de la jeunesse, ministerial declarations, etc. All
those things which your particular tastes and upbringing have
caused to dance before your eyes, prevent them from focusing.
Now, what the cinema requires of you is to learn to sce.

Tue OtHER: It seems difficult to carry any further the state-
ment of a mystique of the cinema as you understand it. Your
remarks, in accordance with the fashion of that time, are tinged
with the note of inspiration, and also with that taste for provo-
cation which makes you challenge the standing of Stendhal and
Mallarmé, in order to assert that you are ready for any sacrifice,
am I not right?

1Claix here groups together worthless scribbling with the work of some of
his favorite writers, so he is not simply knocking conventional reputations, as
his interlocutor suggests.—ED.
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R. C. 1923 (who has preferred not to hear this last remark) :
If I could give you an oblivion treatment, I would make beautiful
savages of you. Before the screen, which would be blank at first,
you would marvel at elementary visions: leaf, hand, water, ear:
then: tree, body, river, face; then: wind in the leaves, a man
walking, a river flowing, simple facial expressions. In the second
year you would answer visual riddles. You would be taught the
basic rudiments of interim syntax. You would have to figure out
the meaning of certain series of images in the way that a child or
a foreigner has to guess little by little the significance of the
sounds he hears. A few years later—or after a few generations
have passed by (I am not a prophet) —people would come to
respect visual conventions, which would be as practical as, and
not more tedious than, those of speech.

THE OTHER: And after that?

R. C. 1923: After that? We would invent something else. Per-
haps conventions of touch or smell.

THE OTHER (who remembers just in time that young men of
1923 are not alraid to add a certain aggressive humor to their most
heartfelt assertions): So Dy means of the cinema you want to
create a new language, a sort of visual Esperanto, to escape from
the “old bondage to speech?””? Perhaps this hope that drives you
will make you smile some day, although it must be admitted it
does not lack grandeur. But, to return to the present . . .

R. C. 1923: Starting right now, let us learn to take what pleases
us in a film. Everyone knows that the bad taste of most movie-
goers, producers and directors requires bad literature and cheap
sentimentality. Since the film industry cannot live if it neglects
the majority, let us wink an eye from time to time.

THE OtHER: The public makes no demands. Sooner or later
you will realize that the public is a child perpetually ready to
accept whatever amuses it: sometimes an excellent work of art,

1The line comes from an essay by Alexandre Arnoux that Clair will discuss
at greater length on pp. 128 and 129.—€p.
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sometimes a piece of nonsense. At this period in which I am
speaking witll you, aren’t the greatest successes the films of Charlie
Chaplin and Douglas Fairbanks?

R.C.1923: Let's not always ask for masterpieces. Let’s be con-
tent at times to be swept along by a torrent of images. Thirty
seconds of pure cinema in the course of a film that runs an hour
are enough to keep our hope alive. When we cease to care about
a ridiculous plot and surrender ourselves instead to tlie charm
of a series of images, forgetting the pretext for their appearance
on the screen, we can taste a new pleasure. Images: a landscape
in motion passes by. A hand appears. The bow of a boat. A
woman's smile. Three trees outlined against the sky. Images . .. .
Do not tell me what they mean according to the arbitrary rules
of your language. It is enough for me to see them, to take
pleasure mn their harmony and in their contrasts. Let’s learn to
look at what is in front of us. Words have acquired a highly
exaggerated importance. We know almost all the combinations
of words by heart. We have eyes, yet we see not.

It is time to interrupt this conversation between two inter-
locutors who are separated by so many years. The younger one’s
remarks do not sound very rational today, but if a few exaggera-
tions are eliminated, they reflect a state of mind which was not
unusual at that time. That is what the next chapter will show us.




An Opinion Poll

In 1923 writers and artists had just discovered the cinema, and I
thought it of interest to ask some of them what type of films they
liked most and what type of films they would like to see made,

These questions were asked without any malice, and the replies
that were submitted give a rather precise idea of what people then
thought about “the seventl art.”” For example:

Louis Aracon:* 1 like films without stupidity, the ones in
which people kill each other and make love. I like films in which
the characters are good-looking and have magnificent skin—you
know, that can be seen close up. I like Mack Sennett comedies
with women in bathing suits, German films with magnificent
romantic scenes, the films made by my {riend Delluc, in which
there are people who desire each other for a whole hour until
the people in the audience make their seats rattle. I like films
in which there is blood. I like films in which there is no
morality, in which vice is not punished, in which there are no
fatherland or soldier boys, in which there is no Breton woman
at the foot of an outdoor cross, in which there is no philosophy
or poetry. Poetry isn’t something you look for, it’s something you
find. . ..

PIERRE ALBERT-BIROT: The work of art begins where imitation
ends. . . . I remember the first film comedies very dimly. It
seems to me that they were really creative and, what is more,
dynamic, truly born of the new medium of expression put at
man’s disposal. Moreover, even now it s in film comedies that
that basic quality has best been preserved. . . .

Jean Cocteau: The cinema is in a blind alley. On the first
day, since pcople were dazzled by the invention. the miistake
began. They photographed stage plays. Gradually these plays
became cinematic plays, but never pure cinema. Such progress
can only be disastrous. Better and better: three-dimensionality,
color, speech; we will soon have a cinema as drveary as our
theater. At the end of this blind alley, on a wall which young
people will have to demolish, I see, as the perfect outcome of a
mistake: A4 Dog’s Life by Chaplin, for example.

*Louis Aragon (born 1897), poet and novelist, one of the founders of the
Surrealist movement. Pierre Albert-Bivot, writer. Jean Cocteau (1889-1963),
poet, novelist, and film-maker. Fernand Léger (1881-1955), painter and film
experimenter. Pierre Mac Orlan (1882-1970) , writer. Léon Pierre-Quint,
writer, author of the first essay devoted to Marcel Proust. Philippe Soupault
(born 1897) , writer, poet, one of the founders of the Surrealist movement.
Paul Valéry (1871-1945), writer and poet.
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Caligari is the first step toward a more serjous crror, which
consists in photographing cccentric sets in a flat manner instead
of producing surprises with the camera.

FERNAND L{Ger: In the future, I hope for this:

A cinematic concept that finds its own methods. As long as
the film is based on fiction or the theater, it will be nothing.

As long as it uses stage actors, it will be nothing.

It will be everything—that is, the indispensable complement of
modern life—when its actors are “mimes” specially trained to be
projected as images.

When they learn to shut their mouths and make appropriate
gestures.

When film-makers develop the consequences of the close-up,
which is the cinematic architecture of the future. A detail of an
object transformed into an absolute whole is personified when
projected in large dimensions; a portion of a human being is
personified when projected in large dimensions. This is the
dramatic element of the future.

PierRRE Mac OrLAN: For my tastes, the cinema is an admirable
art: in fact, it is the only art that can render our era literally in
expressionist and simultaneist form, with all its secret rhythms
which music has already grasped. but which the art of writing
cannot render because language imposes a rigid framework that
cannot be dislocated. 1n this case, the tool exaggerates its
personality at the cost of the creation. The cinema allows a
faithful translation of the psychology of our time. It might cven
be said that the cinematic art was discovered instinctively. in
order to bestow upon our era its unique medium of expression.

LfoN P1ErrRE-QUINT: The first automobile was indistinguishable
from the horse-drawn cab. The film s too much like the theater
and the newspaper serial, themselves outworn genres.

PuiLippe SoupaurT: (1) Charlie Chaplin’s films especially,
Swedish films and without any doubt most documentaries.

(2) Films in which all the resources of the cinema would be
used. It is a truism, but one that should be repeated at every
opportunity and inscribed in every studio. Film-makers are
making an effort to limit the cinema, (o reduce it to the
proportions of the theater. . . .

Paur Vargry: I think that there is a need to institute an art
of pure cinema, or cinema reduced to its own means. This art
should steer clear of those—theater or novel—that deal in speech.

1950. It can be seen that these replies from the most diverse
personalities all agreed more or less: the cinema is an autonomous
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medium of expression which ought to seek its future only in itself.
It should be noted that, a few years before the appearance of the
talking picture, no one was sorry that the film was silent and no
one wished to see it cured of its muteness. Even a playwright like
Sacha Guitry, when asked about the relationships between the
theater and the cinema, answered:

It seems to me that these two arts are not destined to live
together long. Whenever the cinema approaches the dramatic
procedures of the theater, I hate it. But I love it whenever it
becomes objective, documentary. . . .

This small group of quotations, in which I have italicized the
most significant passages, are a reflection of the opinions generally
expressed between 1918 and 1928. These opinions may seem
extravagant to those who did not know that era, in which the
world of cinematic expression, imperfect as it was, aroused such
lively curiosity and awakened such great expectations.

1970. It was while recalling that passion for the silent film, for
that art which was to contrast with those “that deal in speech,”
that the arrival of the talking picture led me to write: “In a few
years, young people will no longer understand what the word
‘cinema’ meant to an entire generation.”

It my chief at the time I started in the cinema, Louis Feuillade,
could have read that last sentence, he would have smiled. Not
only did that master of the film serial, or “film novel,” never
imagine that the technology of the cinema could ever change;
he even thought that films in general, and naturally his own,
would be shown to the public indefinitely. “Soon so many films
will be available that it will be unnecessary to make any more,”
he asserted. “The same films will be shown in the theaters all
the time. And later on, seeing what we accomplished, people will
say: “Those folks really knew their job!””

A sturdy craftsman, Louis Feuillade did not worry his head
with artistic problems and never took the trouble to write out a
detailed scenario. Every Monday he would distribute to his co-
workers a singie sheet of paper on which he had sketched out the
episode to be filmed during the week. Taking his departure from
this brief outline, he would invent the situations, incidents and
direction as he went along. I would not swear that he even knew
what would happen in the firal episodes of his serial while the
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first episodes were already minning in theaters. As you see: the
absence of a scenario and confidence in improvisation, so highly
recommended by the latest crop of theorists, are not as new as
they are thought to be.

The young film-makers of the period were not at all interested
in the popular vehicles manufactured by the prolific author of
Judex, whom they spoke of with some disdain. But what can be
predicted? Today the esthetic experiments of that era are for-
gotten or no longer arouse much interest, whereas film societies
show Fantémas or The Vampires to respectful houses. Louis
Feuillade was not that wrong: his works still have an audience,
and a particularly alert audience! That would really have sur-
prised Louis Delluc and his friends (that is, it would truly have
surprised me), if some fortune teller had predicted it to them.
This adventure, along with so many others—the history of the
theater is full of them—forces a quite natural question upon
our curiosity: what will people fifty years from now think about
the things we esteem most highly today?
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Children of the Age

1962. What fancies were spawned by that cinema of the heroic
period! Its muteness seemed like a virtue to us. Its infirmity made
its devotees believe that it was going to create an art out of
nothing but moving images, painting in motion, dramaturgy
without words, which would become a language common to
all countries. As naive as the ambition we cherished may seem
today, it must be admitted that it did not lack grandeur. Our
art was then young, and it is in the nature of youth to dream of
noble revolutions. If anyone should smile at our lost illusions,
we could make the same reply to him that a statesman made to an
adversary who was criticizing his past: “‘Sir, I pity the man who
was not a revolutionary when he was twenty.”1

This idea of revolution gripped the liveliest minds during the
years that followed the First World War. Revolutionary in art,
revolutionary in literature, never did a generation show such
joyous ferocity in laying waste the work of its predecessors, who
were separated from it by the monstrous four-year war that
marked the end of an era.

It is difficult for young people to imagine that anyone was
young before they were. “What?” those of today will say. “Don’t
you think we are laying things waste even better than you did?”

Everyone is entitled to his view of history and his own illusions!
But can it be denied that 1914 marked the true end of the nine-
teenth century and 1918 the start of another age? By that date,
the main lines of the contemporary period were already traced:
the Soviets were ruling in Russia, the industrial supremacy of
the United States was established, the old structure of the Vic-
torian world Itad turned to dust.

The upheaval that had just taken place within a few years
could not fail to have an effect on arts and letters. Traditions
and technologies were thrown overboard like the officers of the
“Potemkin,” the representatives of an old order.2 The very prin-

1From Clair’s Discours de réception & I'Académie frangaise, the speech he
delivered upon becoming a member of the French Academy on June 17, 1960.
—ED.

2Clair refers to the events detailed in Eisenstein’s The Battleship Potemkin,
which centers on a mutiny that eventually contributed to the Russian
revolution.—Ep.
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ciples of artistic activity were called into question. Why paint?
Why write? Historians would be wrong to lend too much im-
portance to the outward show of provocation adopted from time
to time by those demonstrations in which a certain form of humor
did not completely hide a certain form of despair. Let them
remember that among those young people were some who also
wondered “Why live?” and could find no answer to that ultimate
question.

In an era when for some among us fiction and drama seemed
to belong to a worm-eaten age whose rubbish was being hauled
away by the Dada moving men, at a moment when the word
“revolution” seemed to be the key to all artistic problems, the
cinema was seen as the medium of expression that was newest
and the least compromised by its past—in a word, the most revo-
lutionary. The following lines express this feeling, which I was
surely not alone in experiencing:

1925. Will our generation know what to think about any given
question raised by film and about film itself?* 1 doubt it. Such
an attitude niay be judged to be irreconcilable with that knowl-
edge of his art which people pretent to demand of an artist.
Let us claim for the cinema the right to be judged only by its
promises.

For my part, I could easily resign myself to admitting neither
rules nor logic into the world of images today. The wonderful
barbarity of this art charms me. Here at last are virgin territories.
It is not unpleasing to me to be ignorant of the laws of this world
that is coming into being and that is not overwhelmed by any
enslaving law of gravity. When I see these images I experience
a pleasure that is often not the one their maker wished to arouse
in me—a feeling of musical freedom . . . .

Prose sentences could not flout logic for very long without pre-
paring their own death. But why should this series of images, not
connected with any absolute meaning and not bound by the old
cords of thought, concern itself with logic?

You raise your blonde head, and your parting hair unveils your
face. I can give to this glance, to this gesture toward the imagined
door, any meaning that I choose. If words were giving you life,

*R.C, “Rythme,” in Les Cahiers du mois, 1925.
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it would be impossible for me to release you from their confining
power; you would be their slave. O image, be my mistress!

You are mine, dear optical illusion. Mine this reconstructed
universe whose obliging perspectives I orient as I wisl.

1950. Amid the exaggeration which all writers of manifestos
are prone to (the manifesto tone was then used on all occasions),
the above-cited passage reveals the desire to cast light on the
“supernatural” nature of the cinema. A reverse supernatural, if
I may say so, since it is the spectator who finds himself “in that
state of reverie” Gérard de Nerval spoke of as early as the mid-
nineteenth century. (See the later chapter ‘“‘Pure Cinema and
Poetry.”)

In these remarks about “barbarity” and the nonlogic of the
world of images, perhaps there was the secret hope of discovering
the laws of a logic that would be proper to it and of establishing
a particular order in it, but the essential thing at that period was
to keep oneself in a state of “perfect availability”? and to do
everything possible to preserve for the cinema that characteristic
of being a revolutionary novelty, a trait so perfectly suited to a
revolutionary age.

Another characteristic of the cinema attracted us then, perhaps
without our realizing it: that of being a popular art. It seemed
that poetry, music and the traditional visual arts were becoming
closed domains to which only an ever-straitening gate gave access.
Poetry for men of letters, music for musicians, painting for
painters; the public seemed to be left out of games of which only
specialists knew the rules, and all art seemed headed for a dead
end in which it would lose its reason for existence.

The cinema was made for the masses and could not live without
them; certain films affected the most demanding spectators as
much as the mass audiences. Of what contemporary literary or
artistic work could the same have been said between 1920 and
19302 What revolution in the already known forms of expression
was as intoxicating as the discovery and exploration of the one

1The expression “disponibilité parfaite” comes from Gide, who posited it as
an ideal state of freedom, one that would allow its possessor to engage in any
new activity without constraints imposed by past commitments. Clair was a
great admirer of Gide in his twenties, and his novel Adams shows a consider-
able stylistic debt to him.—kp.
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that seemed miraculously destined for all men, whatever their
social class, language or nation?

1927. 1f it does not die in its youth, the cinema will be . . . In
fact, what will it be? It is not what it was yesterday, it will not be
what it 1s today. It will be what the children of the cinematic
age make of it. Our rask is limited to preparing the instrument
that they will use tomorrow.

Indeed, the best that can be said about a creator of films today
is that he has a Alm sense. The compliment is not often bestowed.
This proves that we expect a great deal from the art of the film
and, on the other hand, that most of the productions oftered to us
are still unworthy of that expectation. What painter would be
flattered to hear that he has a painting sense? It would seem like
tainc praise to him. In the art of images, it is precious. This is a
measure of the difference between a mature art and an art in
formation, whose craftsinen have not yet discovered its elementary
laws. The film sense we are striving to acquire will, I believe,
come quite naturally to those who follow us. The cinema genera-
tion is growing.

We expect a great deal from that generation which, as soon as
it opened its eyes onto the world, saw Douglas Fairbanks scoffing
at the laws of gravity and Charlie Chaplin scorning fate. These
men of tomorrow, because they have not, like all the rest of us,
conie to the film too late, will not experience our uncertainties,
it may be hoped, or that dizziness which sometimes overcomes us
when faced with the blank screen “protected by its whiteness.”!
They will consider pertectly rational the following declaration
which most respectable people today can appreciate only as a
paradox:

It is from the cinema that our era borrows its color, its
picturesqueness, and the moral atmosphere in which it breathes;
one lives as a function of the other, and it would be a waste of
time to try to determine the consequences of this dizzying
marriage. The lens confers an aura of legend upon everything

1“Que la blancheur défend.” This hemistich from Mallarmé’s “*Brise marine”
carries resonances of other Mallarmé poems. The image centers on the immac-
ulate purity of the void, represented by a blank sheet of paper, which resists
the artist’s attempt to fill it, to create something in, on, of, and from it. Clair
appropriately modifics the image from a sheet of paper to a motion-picture
screen.—ED.
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that comes near it; it transports all that falls into its field of
vision out of reality, onto a plane where only appearance, sham
and artifice reign. It is impossible for us today to consider an
aspect of the world without immediately divesting it of its
visible form and then thinking of nothing but the representation
of it we have seen in a film, removing it from the material
domain it occupies and placing it in the vague realm of dream
and abstraction, where all perspectives are confounded and
abolished. This transition from the sensory to the spiritual, from
the concrete to the imaginary, is accomplished without our
knowledge, and to experience it we need only have faith.

These lines by Albert Valentin are taken from his “Introduc-
tion a la magie blanche et noire” (Introduction to black and
white magic), which, if it had not been published so soon, might
have been the preface of that cinematic Hernani which the genera-
tion of tomorrow will fight over.! That indefinable “film sense”
was never better expressed than in these pages. In my opinion,
nothing is missing theve, neither enthusiasm nor lucidity, nor
even the melancholy of the believer who cannot make those who
are not chosen share his certainty:

Those who have made music, poetry or painting the object of
their worship have no trouble justifying their choice. Enough
works have been conceived and carried out with love, ever since
men have been expressing their torment with the aid of sounds,
words or colors, to remove our doubts about the quality of their
labors and the nature of the admiration they arouse.
Unfortunately, we cannot say the same about the cinema, and
we understand all too well the doubts and hesjtations of those
whom we would like to bring round to its side! They ask us in

1Victor Hugo’s historical drama Hernani became the center of the growing
controversy between the conservative neo-classicists and the revolutionary ro-
mantics when it was first performed in 1830. Forewarned members of the
opposing factions cntered the theater fully prepared to engage in physical
combat with one another. At the play’s very outset, members of the audience
gasped in admiration or disgust, depending on their allegiances, as Hugo pro-
vocatively inserted a line referring to a hidden staircase. The reference out-
raged the neo-classicists because hidden staircases were supposed to belong to
melodrama, not the tragedy genre they had come to defend, so it defied their
sacrosanct persuasion that the various genres must be kept pure. That offense
was bad enough, but in the same line Hugo added insult to injury by creating
a flagrantly intolerable breakdown in the regularity of alexandrine scansion.
Thus the battle was launched in the play’s first minute and so it continued
relentlessly throughout the evening as Hugo defiantly broke one dramatic code
after another with the audience bellowing its appreciation or rejection of his
daring.—ED.
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vain to take them by the hand and to lead them into some
darkened theater where they can applaud the ideal visual drama,
the one that will eftect their conversion to the cause we serve.
Sacrilegious as it may be to confess it, and painful as it is to do,
we must admit that to our knowledge the film does not exist
yet. . ..

Such faith and such warmth in expressing it gives us a {oretaste
of the enthusiasm which I expect the children of the cinematic
age to have. Later on we shall view the effects of this enthusiasm
with surprise, and no doubt will not understand them very well.

A hundred years ago today, the Romantic battle was being
waged. At the thought of this, some good people sigh. “We will
not again see an era like that,
ardently defended a newly created art form, in which a few verses
constituted a revolution. Young people today only think about
automobiles, and not one of them is ready to devote his life to
an artistic ideal.” 1 spare you the rest of the refrain. It is custom-
ary for every era to misjudge itself and, in its self-ignorance, to
turn with regret toward the past.

Open your eyes, good people! Another battle is taking shape
next to which the Battle of Hernani will some day look like a
minor squabble among writers. It is no longer a question of
deciding whether “the hidden staircase” is a bold stroke wortly
of praise or an enjambment to be censured, whether beggars
ought to be given monologues like princes. It is no longer a
question of verses. It is no longer a question of literature. Is it
still a question of art?

I quote the same author:

’

they say, “in which young men

For us, the cinema is the latest of the media of expression
given to man. It has a claim to our wholehearted affection,
and its youth alone makes up for its lack of great accomplish-
ments so far.

Inspired by thouglts like this, the children of the cinematic
age will rise up and fight for the triumph of their art over the
stifling encroachment of thie other arts, over the reign of money,
over the reign of stupidity. This new art which will be their art,
although so far it is just a new mystique which already has its
gods, its priests, its faithful and, in addition, its merchants in
the Temple.
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1950. In this profession of faith I was echoing the one that
Léon Moussinac had placed at the beginning of his Naissance du
cinéma (Birth of the cinema) in 1925:

In the midst of our great modern uproar, an art is being born,
is developing, is discovering its own laws one by one, is slowly
progressing toward its perfection, an art that will be the very
expression—bold, powerful, original—of the ideal of the new
era. . ..

I must admit that our optimism was not fully justified, that
“the children of the cinematic age” have not triumphed over
either the reign of money or the reign of stupidity, and that,
although the cinema may be progressing “toward its perfection,”
this progress slows down fairly often. In our ardor, we were
wrong to believe that the destiny of the cinema was determined
once and for all, to forget that the arts progress in irregular fashion
and that, in their history, creative eras are followed by periods of
slumber and imitation. But the most serious error caused by our
enthusiasm was to project into a limitless future the image of the
only cinematic art we knew at the time, failing to imagine the
technological changes which were going to alter its looks perma-
nently.

1970. Léon Moussinac, poet and historian of the theater, had
dedicated to his friend Louis Delluc that Naissance du cinéma
the preface of which, in the period after the First World War,
became the manifesto of a new generation of film-makers. Even
today, this prophetic book still surprises readers with the bold-
ness of its remarks, but it is more surprising to those who knew
the era in which it was written. It was the time when a small
group, of whom Moussinac was one of the leaders, was creating
the Ciné-Club de France, ancestor of the film societies that now
exist even in the smallest cities of our nation. It was the time
when only one movie theater was to be found on the Champs-
Elysées—also, the time when “independent” critics could be
counted on the fingers of one hand.

As a critic, Moussinac was not content with reviewing the films
he had seen. From his very first articles, he constituted himself a
historian and theorist of the art he saw arising. As a polemicist,
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calling down insults and lawsuits upon himself, he fought against
all those wlio claimed that the cinema should be subjected to
the laws of business alone. In a letter addressed to one of these
people, he wrote: “I strive to remain constantly, remorselessly,
in accord with my conscience.” And he was always faithful to
that rule of conduct, as he was to his political ideas, as he was
to his friends.

But this doctrinarian, this partisan, was never a sectarian. If
he asserted that the cinema should he primarily a great art of
the people, he was always ready to support a purely esthetic work
whiclh he considered worthy of interest. He liked to find, in films
as well as in men, the virtues e embodied more than anyone
else: courage and honesty.

In his last book, which was published a few days before his
death, there is a preface in which Eisenstein recalls a masquerade
improvised during an international conference in the days when
we were younig. “When I dressed up Moussinac as d’Artagnan,”
writes the author of Potemkin, “I paid hardly any attention to the
fact that the qualities of this lovable hero of the novel are also
the traits of character of the no less delightful Léon.”

Eisenstein, master of images, offered us there the image of
Moussinac which his friends would like to retain.

i It was alongside Moussinac’s name that I first read that of
Albert Valentin. In a booklet published by the Presses Universi-
taires de France in 1927, an article by the former entitled
“Cinéma: expression sociale” was followed by the latter’s “Intro-
duction a la magie blanche et noire.” At the beginning of this
essay was a poem, the only regular verses which I know of by
Valentin, who was then a very young man fascinated by the
silent screen:

Je m’élance, je tombe et me suive qui m’aime

Au sein de cetle pure étendue ot je vois

Que des ombres sans corps naissent de Pombre méme
Et tiennent aux regards un langage sans voix. . . .

(I dart forward, I fall; follow me, if you love me,
To the heart of that pure white expanse where I see
Shadows bodiless rising from shadow itself

And addressing my eyes in a voiceless oration. . . .)
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Albert Valentin did not find recompense in the cinema for the
passion he had devoted to it and which his talents merited. A
writer and friend of Eluard and Aragon, he belonged to the Sur-
realist group. But his personal standards were such that he very
socn stopped writing: all that remains of his work is one piece,
a long prose poem entitled Aux Soleils de minuit (To the suns of
midnight) , which was published in several issues of the Brussels
magazine Variétés but which Valentin never bothered to publish
as a book. This text, which André Breton loved, is one of the
most moving that the Surrealist era produced.

1 A child of the age, Paul Gilson grew up in the days when
strange white windows were beginning to open onto a new world.
Passing through the screen just as his beloved Alice passes
through the looking-glass, he found himself so much a part of the
great shadowland adventure that he was able to say later: “There
is really only one history of the cinema, the one which begins
with our memories and gets mixed up with our personal history.”

He wrote his history of the cinema in the course of many years,
in his critical articles as well as in his essays. But it was not
through absentmindedness that this fanatic of the image strayed
off into the world of radio and hecame one of its masters. This
medium of expression which offers nothing to the eyes is as unreal
as the speechless cinema was in our youth. And there is every
reason to believe that Paul never attached much importance to
the thing called reality.

He loved the marvelous to such an extent that he made that
word the title of one of his books [Merveilleux]. In a film that
to our eyes was perhaps the most banal possible, he was able to
discover the incident, the effect of light, the gesture or the face
that satisfied his taste for the extraordinary, his desire for the
unusual. He would enter a movie house as if it were one of those
inns in picaresque novels, too often finding nothing but what he
brought along himself. But, provided as he was with an inex-
haustible store of daydreams, he rarely came out disappointed.

He had collaborated on a few films, one of which, Memoirs of
Dead Houses, seems like an illustration of his poetic work. It is
too bad that he did not find the time or the opportunity to do
more work for the screen! What beautiful films he could have
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composed with the help of his dreams! London or some other
foggy city, a pale girl, thieves and magicians, mystery, love,
humor . . . . We need only read the books he has left us to
imagine the groupings and the characters.

In one of his books, Ciné-Magic, he opens his “Calendar of
Memories” for us, a list of old and new, good and poor films that
have delighted him. Now that his great friendly shade has taken
its place in our memory amid the shadowy figures he loved so
well, he seems to be making a final appointment with us by giving
us to understand at the end of this “Calendar” that we will re-
discover the marvels of these films and a thousand others along
with him, in the paradise of images.

i The first generation fascinated by the cinema was no doubt
the one which represented the “young cinema” in the era we have
just recalled. But hasn’t the cinema continued to belong to the
young? Today the majority of film viewers are not older than
twenty-five and, moreover, it is generally in their first active years
that film creators produce the most personal part of their work.
The cinema is a young art, and it is with paternal sympathy that
1 here salute, even in their excesses, those who are ensuring its
lasting youthfulness.

One remark, however, dictated by experience and thus in no
danger of being heeded: of all the surprises to which the human
condition exposes us, the loss of our youth is the least unexpected
and the most surprising. Young people claim all privileges for
themselves and their agemates. Are they not thus displaying a
singular lack of imagination? No fortune is squandered as quickly
as that youth they believe they will always possess. “How much
wisdom,” a moralist would say, “in civilizations in which the
young respected maturity! By so doing, they were preparing
their own future comfort; they were taking out the most useful
insurance for themselves.”

At the time I was getting started, a veteran journalist named
me in an article about “audacious and turbulent” young people,
and I replied: “I do not think I can be reproached with having
frequently turned my age to account. Those who boast of their
youth seem to me as foolish as those who show off their
experience.”
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As you see, I was taking out just such insurance. Pessimists
claim that the cult of youth as practiced today is a premonitory
sign of totalitarian regimes. A humorist would add: “Youth is a
precious privilege that Nature bestows without using its judg-

ment.”



Return to 1900

It was not in the years around 1922 that the French film
enjoyed its best period. At that time, while the American,
German and Swedish film industries were producing original
works each in its turn (the Soviet cinema was to take its place
in history shortly afterward), the French cinema seemed lack-
luster and characterless in comparison. Of course, France had an
interesting “avant-garde,” but its purely visual experiments could
be appreciated only by a few people, and the disagreements
between this ‘“avant-garde” and the ‘“commercial” cinema
threatened to lead French film production into a blind alley.

1922. How we wish that there were a typically French film
style! Perhaps there is one. But it could only be perceived at a
distance. We are too close. It seems to us that each of our films
is very different from all the others. We cannot make out their
family relationship at all clearly. Sharp-tongued observers will
say that the character of the French film is its lack of personality,
or vice versa.

There is nothing we can do about it; we are Latins and we
love eloquence; we make an effort to do away with intertitles,
but our scenes are still constructed as if they were to be spoken.
They rarely contain the essential “motif” worthy of being
developed visually. The Americans found it before we did
because they thought less; the Swedes, because they reflected more.

1950. The admiration, of course perfectly justified, that the
best friends of cinema then felt for foreign films made them
forget that before the First World War there had been a great
school of French film which no one spoke about any more and
which I myself knew only through dim childhood memories.
Thus it was not without surprise (nor, I must confess, a certain
satisfaction) that I rediscovered the following lines I published
in 1923 and which, if they had not passed completely unnoticed,
would have astonished the “avant-garde” circles:

1923. The creators of the first films, at the turn of the century,
were not mistaken. The error arose in 1908 with the first adapta-
tions of stage plays. The Sprinkler Sprinkled, that ancestor of the
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film comedy, arose from a conception that was purely cinematic
and much more fitting than the one which spawned all the
adaptations from Dumas fils and Georges Ohnet. The film d’art
was a mistake. Let us create the film first of all. Art will
engender itself. It would be interesting to link up again with
the tradition of 1900.

1950. In speaking of the film d’art 1 was probably thinking of
that series of films, so easily ridiculed, in which poor Mounet-
Sully and Sarah Bernhardt were seen yawning tragically on a
white screen impervious to alexandrines; but I was also thinking
more or less consciously about those esthetic experiments in
which the “avant-garde” and my friends of “the seventh art”
seemed to be going astray. This position was more precisely
stated in an article I published in 1924 on the occasion of the
showing of the first film I authored. Here are some extracts
from this little manifesto, whose sole merit is that it was written
in an era when people swore only by the German, Swedish or
American cinema, and when Mé¢liés, forgotten by everyone along
with his films, was selling toys at the Gare Montparnasse:

1924. It can scarcely be denied that the cinema was created to
record motion, and yet this is what seems to be forgotten all too
often. The principal task of the present generation should be
to restore the cinema to what it was at the outset and, in order
to do that, to rid it of all the false art that is smothering it. The
mistake was to decide too soon that the cinema was an art. If
it had been treated only as an industry, art itself would have
been the gainer. Would modern automobiles have acquired
their beautiful long shapes if their builders had thought about
loading them with carriage ornaments before they thought about
endowing them with speed? Routine thinkers have chosen to
rediscover in films the stereotypes of the arts. The desire for
easy success has led most film-makers to draw their inspiration
from a Werther-like “Clair de lune” esthetic. It would have
been just as disastrous to be inspired by The Rite of Spring.
The cinema will find “the place and the formula” only within
itself.

The slightest industrial progress is more meaningful for the
cinema than any artistic innovation. “There are forty thousand
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movie houses in the world . . . . The largest studio is a thousand
feet long.”” That is what merits interest and prepares the future!
Above all the cinema must stay alive. Art will come all by itself,
like Little Bo Peep’s sheep.

That is why we would like the creator of a film to be not
averse to a little humility. Anything he can do is still so far from
what can be done, and is so rarely worthy of that admirable
instrument, the movie camera! The cinema is not yet an art
because the cinematic work is the result of the collaboration of
many people. Actors, cameramen, lab men, carpenters, elec
tricians and especially editors and producers work together in a
manner that is helpful or harmful to the creator’s work. Where
is the place for art? I think that we should not think about it or
shout for it to appear. We should remain in a state of perfect
availability and remember the origins of the cinema before the
unfortunate intrusion of the film d’art. . . .

Without overlooking the considerable enrichment of technique,
it has seemed possible to me to create films—just as at the
beginnings of the cinema-—with scenarios written directly for the
screen and using some of the resources characteristic of the movie
camera. I think that the subject of a film should be, before all
clse, a visual theme. . . .

If there is an esthetic of the cinema, it was discovered at the
same time as the movie camera and the film, in France, by the
Lumiére Brothers. It can be summed up in one word: motion.
Outward motion of objects perceived by the eye, to which we
would add today the inner motion of the unfolding story. From
the union of these two motions there can arise that phenomenon
so often spoken of and so seldom perceived: rhythm.

When the Lumiére Brothers wished to show the value of
their wonderful invention, they did not project onto the screen
a dead landscape or a dialogue between two mute characters:
they gave us The Arrival of a Train, A Charge of Cuirassiers and
that Sprinkler Sprinkled which was the father of the film comedy.
If we want the cinema to grow and thrive, let us respect this
forgotten tradition, let us return to this source.

1950. Dare 1 confess that I am “‘charmed by this little piece”
and that I judge the paradoxes and exaggerations it contains with
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the indulgence of Philinte?! But there is at least one point I no
longer agree with. It does not much matter whether the cinema
is an art or not, but it is not because the cinematic work is the
result of the collaboration of many people, that it is not
“artistic” and cannot be personal.

When Eisenstein declared a few years later that he was not
the creator of his own films, but that that creator was ‘“‘the
people,” he was only adding a tinge of demagogy to a statement
that is extremely arguable. Let us not play on words. If The
Battleship Potemkin was made by the people, then so was The
End of Saint Petersburg. Now, there is an Eisenstein style in the
former and a Pudovkin style in the latter which are very different
from each other, and this would not be the case if the same
“people” were the creator of these two films.

Let us not be afraid to repeat that the works which count in
the history of the cinema, with few exceptions, are due to
strongly marked personalities, and that the creative vitality of
the American cinema diminished when Hollywood films became
the product of a many-headed anonymous collaboration.

1970. “When Eisenstein declared a