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similarly realistic effect, but by very different means: it is by virtue
of their contrast with the obviously fake sailor that the other
aspects of the scene are made to seem all the more authentic.

Similarly, Le Sacre d'Edouard VII/The Coronation of King
Edward V11 (1902) also combines artifice with a display of realism
that ultimately invites viewers to question the distinction between
the two representational modes. After L'Affaire Dreyfus, this film is
the most celebrated of Méliés’s actualités reconstituées. Sacre d’Edouard
VII is actually a ‘pre-enactment’, having been made before the
coronation, which was postponed from 26 June to 9 August
because of Edward's ill health. The film premiered in London on
the evening of the actual coronation, sandwiched between footage
of the royal coach arriving and leaving Westminster (Hammond
1974: 53-4). The proximity of the newsreel footage to the re-
enactment confers a metonymic effect of realism on the latter,
‘much like the placement of live fish in front of the artificial set in
Visite sous-marine du Maine. The film is not numbered in Mélis's
catalogue, because it was commissioned by Charles Urban,
'managing director of the Warwick Trading Company, who would
go on to manage Méliés's London office. According to Jacques
Malthéte, Méliés filmed two versions of the Sacre, one for Urban
and the other for Biograph in Washington. It was shortly after
making this film that Méliés began filming with two cameras
simultaneously, sending one of the negatives to New York for
immediate copyright (Malthéte 1989: 9~11).

Urban supplied Méliés with much advance information about
the protocol of the ceremony, and many directives concerning the
film’s production. In a letter to Mélies, dated 5 June 1902, he
writes: ‘If necessary get the services of accomplished actors to take
the part of the King and Queen. The make-ups [sic] or imperson-
ations must be perfect. In reality the King is several inches shorter
than the Queen, but this must not show in the picture. The Kingis
very sensitive on this point, and always wishes to appear slightly
taller than the Queen.” The ‘accomplished actors’ who ended up
playing the roles of the king and queen were actually a wash-house

7 Fonds Méliés, Collection Cinémathéque Frangaise, Bibliothéque du Film
(MELIES 1),
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attendant, the same actor who would reprise the role of the English
monarch in Le Tunnel sous la Manche, and a dancer from the
Chitelet troupe. King Edward himself, upon viewing Méliés's film,
i said to have commented (although probably not in French):

Si je ne savais que le roi et la reine du film ne sont que des sosies,
je serais persuadé que nous nous voyions en personne tant la
ressemblance est parfaite! ... Toutes mes félicitations! Clest
splendide! Mais quel merveilleux appareil que le cinéma. 1l a
trouvé le moyen d'enregistrer méme les parties de la cérémonie
qui wont pas eu lieu. Ga, c'est réellement fantastiquel*

Frazer (1979: 100) notes that the film depicts rites that were
ultimately eliminated in the actual ceremony to avoid overtaxing
the king. Yet Edward himself, in deeming the film to be
‘réellement fantastique’, characterized it more accurately than he
‘may have realised. Although Méliés took great pains to recreate
the ceremony held in Westminster Abbey down to the last detail,
there is evidence to suggest that he had to be dissuaded from
injecting the film with an overtly fantastical element. As Urban
warned in a letter dated 26 May 1902, ‘Another suggestion which
it is advisable not to carry out, is to have the vision of Queen
Victoria appear. This would not be pleasing to the better class
people [sic] although 1 have no doubt it would do well with the
cheap [showmen]'> Although Méliés ultimately suppressed the
impulse to turn the coronation into Phantom of the Opera, his film
nonetheless contains many theatrical elements.

It is perhaps no accident that for the most ambitious of his
‘realist’ films, Méliés chose to depict an elaborately staged cere-
‘mony, characterized by its performative function (‘performative’ in
‘both the theatrical and linguistic senses of the word: the ceremonial
gestures have a highly choreographed quality, and their perform-
ance not only represents a transformation of Edward's civil status,

8 IF1 didn't know that the king and queen in the film were impersonators, Id be
convinced that we were looking at ourselves, 5o perfect is the resemblance!
Many congratulations! This is splendid! What a marvellous apparatus cinema
is. Its found a way of recording even the parts of the ceremony that didn't take
place. Now that's really fantastic!’ Cited in Jeanne and Ford 1961: 182.

9 The last word is difficult to read, and might be something else.
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but actually brings it about, like a wedding ceremony). In many
ways, Méliés’s staging of the coronation resembles one of his féeries
or magic acts. When the attendants point and bow to the camera
while making carefully pantomined gestures, they could just as well
be the pointy-hatted scientists making their entrance at the
beginning of Vopage dans la lune or, for that matter, Méliés the
magician bowing and gesturing impresario-like before performing
amagic trick. Later, two of the bewigged attendants dressed in knee
breeches and tights (like many of the courtiers in Méliés’s fairytales)
remove Edward’s cloak in much the same way that assistants would
remove a magician’s cape. When, finally, at the end of the film, all of
the actors except the king and queen appear to be waving to the
camera, they may be imitating an actual part of the coronation
ceremony, but the effect is not unlike the curtain call with which
many of Méliés’s earlier films based on magic acts conclude.

The interplay between fantasy and realism manifested in Le
Sacre d'Edouard VI was the logical outcome of a tradition that had
begun early in Méliés's career. The stage had been set for Edouard
in 1899, by Méliés's most elaborate and controversial actualité,

L'Affaire Dreyfs.

Framing Dreyfus

In 1899, Méliés made a series of eleven one-minute non-fiction
films about the Dreyfus Affair as it was still unfolding, portraying
sympathetically Dreyfus’s arrest, his imprisonment on Devil's
Island and his return to France for a retrial. L'Affaire Dreyfiss/The
Dreyfus Affair has sometimes been referred to as Méliés's longest
film at the time it was made, but two modern sources assert that
the films were made to be sold separately,” and Méliés himself
wrote that ‘La premiére vue qui dépassa la longueur courante (17
metres) fut une Cendrillor’, which was made immediately after
L'Affaire Dreyfus (Malthéte-Mélids 1982: 23).

10 See Malthéte ¢t al. 1981: 70, and Malthéte-Mélids 1982.
11 “The first film that exceeded the then-common length of 17 metres was one of
the Cinderella films.’




