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1812 ON THE SCREEN

STEPHEN 1.

GREENHILL

Thc year 1812 has become synonymous with
Napolcon’s invasion of Russia, resulting in the
battle of Borodino, the occupation of Moscow, and
the disastrous winter retreat which followed. The
popular conception of these tumultuous events has
largely been determined by Tchaikovsky's ‘1812
Overture’, and by Tolstoy’s classic novel War and
Peace — the latter adapted several times for the
screen. In this arricle we review not only this
best-known of fictional treatments, but also some
of the more obscure and interesting films which
have been based on the same events since the da ¥s

of silent cinema.

THE CAMPAIGN

Before MNapoleon's invasion
of Russia he was at the height
of his powers., The Treaty of
Tilsit, 1807, spelled the end
of the Fourth Coalition
against him, and the start of
an uneasy peace with Czar
Alexander [ of Russia. His
sole  enemy was  Britain,
whose one major force then
in  the field -was still
embroiled well south of the
Pyrences. But continuing
trade berween Britain and
Russia, and Alexander's re-
luctance to act during the
Franco-Austrian campaign of

1809 made conflict inewvie-
able. On 24 June 1812
MNapoleon's  Grande  Apmée
crossed the River Miemen
mto Russia some 500,000
strong.

Mapoleon’s  attempts  to
bring abour the decisive

battle were continually frus-
trated by Russian withdraw-
als under Gen. Barclay de
Tolly, though the French
quickly captured Vitebsk and
Smolensk and  pushed on
toward Moscow. The Rus-
stans, now  under Marshal
Kutuzov, fell back to a
posiion near the village of
Borodine some 70 miles
west of Moscow and astride
the only possible axis of
advance. The pivotal point of
the Russian defences was the

Above:

Alexei Diky in Petrov's Kutu-
zav, made in 1943 in obvious
reference te Russia's ordeal snder
Crerran imvagion,

Great (or ‘Raviesky”) Re-
doubt, a semi-circular carch-
work  mounting  some 20
guns, protected by a deep
ditch. The battle of 7
September was an appalling
killing-match  which  cost
some  FO000 lives,  and
neither army was capable of
renewing the contest on the
following day. The Russians
recreated castwards, leaving
the French an open road to
Moscow.

MNapoleon  was  to sty
there only five weeks. Fire-
raisers burnt many of the
city's wooden buildings to
the ground; the hoped-for
provisions were nowhere to
be found; and MNapoleon's

lines of communication were
under  constant h:lr.'l:ising
attack. The French with-

drawal began in an orderly
Fashion on 19 October: but
the combined forces of
Kutuzov and ‘general winter”
bled the Grande Armée to
death. Of the halt-million
men who had so confidently
marched into Russia, only
some 200000 ever recrossed
the Niemen inta Poland.

EARLY RUSSIAN
FILMS

Cinema in Russia flourished
for a full ten years before the
Revolution. Initially it was
dominated by foreign com-
panics who set up their own
production facilitics. Histor-
wal subjects and costume
epics were popular.

The first film abour the
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1812 campaign was Vasili
Goncharov's  Napoleon  in
Russia {(1910),  produced
under the auspices of the
French Gaumonr Company,
The next atternpt was pro-
duced by Alexander Khan-
zhonkov, a retired Cossack
officer and nobleman turned
film manufacturer. He en-
listed the finandal suppore
and world-wide distriburion
facilitics of the Pathé Fréres
company to make The Year
1812 (1912), to coincide with
the centenary, It was dirceted
by A, Urlsky and Kai
Hansen, who recreated many
scenes based upon Verescha-
gm’s  campaigh  paintings.
For scenes of the retreat,
wolves were trained to atrack
dummies dressed as French
troops and scuffed with raw
meat! The film was given a

simultancous  premicre  in
cities all over Russia on 25
August 1912,

During the years im-

mediately after 1917 Russian
cinema  was  pre-occupied
with revelutionary themes.

However, another cycle of

historical films began in the

late  1930s, and continued
throughout  the  Second
World War. By the time

Vladimir Petrov made Kutu-
zor {1943) the Wehrmache
was on the retrear, but still
occupying vast eracts of the

the film was
made the most dif
ficult  circumstances, heing
one of the first to be mads
after the Mosfilm company
returncd  to  their  war
damaged studios in Moscow,

Matherland;

under

In the flm, Kutuzow
(Alexel Diky) is called
replace Barclay de  Tally,

who is regarded as a foreign-
er by virtue of his Scottsh
ancestry. The film  shows
how Kutuzov retreats before
Mapoleon until the momen
comes to defeat the invading
army and ruin it as it reteeats.
Obviously, the film ws
conceived to present a strong
analogy with contempaorary
events: Kutuzov represented
Stalin, and Borodino, St-
lingrad. Vasili  Solovyovs
script  departed  from  the
traditional view of Kutuzoy
as lethargic and fatalistic: he
was portrayed as energetic
and  strong-willed, giving
precise orders, and in com-
plete control ar Boroding,

‘WAR AND PEACE’
The campaign is probably
best known as providing the
main historical backdrop to
Tolstoy's monumental

novel. The story concems
four  aristocratic Russian
families between 1805 and

1812, with an cpilogue s
some years later. The prin-



apal  character is  Pierre

Bezukov, whose  spiritual
odyssey doubtless reflecred
Tolstoy’s own. Other main
characters include  Pierre's
fnend Prince Andrei Bol-
konsky, who is farally
wounded at Borodino: and
Natasha Rostova, the girl
they both love.

Tolstoy was able to draw
upon his own expericnces
when describing  the  be-
haviour of men in battle. He
enlisted in 1851 as an army
adet, and saw service in the
Caucasus, where he heard
stories told by Cossacks who
had participated in the war
against Napoleon.  During
the Crimean War Talstoy
was a lieutenant of ardllery,
and  was  present at  the
defence  of  Schastopol
throughout the winter of
1854-55 and the following
sunmer.

The first two films based
on the novel were made
simultaneously in Russia in
1915, One, produced by
Khanzhonkov and  directed
by Pyotr Chardykin, was
based on a stage version
entitled Matasha Rostova, ‘The
other, directed by Yakow
Proczanov and Viadimir Gar-
din (who also played Napo-
leon), was a ten-reel version
n two pares, hastily filmed in
12 days to beat its rival into
the cinemas!

It was the ltalian producer
Dino  de  Laurentiis  who
provided the first significant
flm  wersion, which was
directed by King Vidor in
1956. Tt starred sewveral well-

known Hollywood  actors,
and cthe Italian army as
extras. Condensing the novel
into less than four hours’
screen time inevieably gave
the filim the air of a synapsis,
and failed to flesh our the
novel's complex character-
isations.  However, Henry
Fonda gave an intelligent
performance as Pierre; Mel
Ferrer was a rather wooden
Andrei, and  Audrey  Hep-
burn managed the difficule
task of conveying Natasha's
maturing from girl ta adulr.

In- the book Tolstoy des-
cribes  Borodino  from  the
viewpoints of four  main
characrers. He describes the
close-quarter expericnces of

Pierre, who observes the
battle  from  the Great
Redoubt, and  of  Prince

Andrei, whose regiment is in
the reserve. By  contrast,
Napoleon and Kutuzov are
too remote from the action
to have a significant influence
on the course of events once
battle has been joined.

In the 1956 film the battle
is represented by one specta-
cular scene in which Pierre
wanders up to the Great
Redoubt in order to observe
the fighting. A massive
column of French infantry
advances up the hill towards
the redoubt, preceded by a
line of skirmishers. The
Russians counter by sending
some infantry  to  support
their guns. They hold their

fire until the French are
within  musket range; then
artillery  and  infantry  fire

together, sending the French

recling  back in  headlong
retreat.  Napoleon (Herbert
Lom), warching the progress
of the battle from a chair
with a drum at his feet,
impassively orders a cavalry
attack. Line upon line of
horsemen, with blue cloaks
streaming (anachronistically)
behind them, charge up the
hill through their own infan-
try and take the redoubt, As
in the novel, Pierre offers to
help bring up more ammuni-
tion, only to be knocked off
his feet when a  caisson
explodes. Andrei, whose re-
serve regiment has sustained
casualties from French artil-
lery  fire, is  mortally
wounded by a shell which
bursts a few feet away.

The sequence is impressive
cnough by Hollywood sean-
dards, but hardly conveys
cither tactical realities or the
true ferocity of the bartle. In
fact the redoubt changed
hands several times. The film
shows it at the top of far o
steep a slope; and the cavalry
charge covers a ludicrously
long distance.

BONDARCHUK'S
MASTERPIECE

As spectacular as this film is,
it pales in comparison with
the mighty Russian version
Veirna I Mir  (1962-67)
produced, directed and writ-
ten by Sergei Bondarchuk.
An experienced actor, Bon-
darchuk cast himsclf as Pierre
and gave a most convincing
performance, aided by the
advantage of physically re-
sembling Tolstoy’s deserip-

tien of the characrer. Bon-
darchuk's own wife, the
actress  Irinia Skabtseva,

played Helene, the starues-
que beauty to whom Pierre is
unhappily  marricd  uneil
released by her death. The
then-unknown Ludmilla
Savelyeva was a2 most
delightful MNatasha.

The statistics of the pro-
duction were staggering: 1601
cannon and 120 waggons
were used, and for the
Borodmo sequence alone the
Red Army provided four
infantry  and  two  cavalry
divisions. Soldicrs imperso-
nating Russian and French
troops were drilled to march
at 73 and 120 sreps per
minute respectively; and the
changes of wmform which
took place between 1805 and
1812 were duly duplicated.

Unfortunately, it is not
possible to comment on the
full-length Russian version,

which ran to some nine
hours  overall and  was
released as  four separate

films. A shorter version for
release in the West was
prepared originally by Bon-
darchuk; but the American
distnibutors  cue  the film
turther, re-cdited some sequ-
ences, and added intrusive
American dubbing. The ver-
sion televised some years ago
by the BBC is the subtitled
cxport  version, which s
longer, but stll far from
complete.

The third part, called 1812,
opens with Napoleon on a
hilltop, watching  his  army
advance into Russia. This is
contrasted with the Russian
court enjoying a ball in St.
Petersburg, and their reac-
tions to news of the invasion,
Kutuzov, wveteran of many
wars, 15 made field-marshal
in spite of the fact thar his
evesight 1s failing, He is nota
popular choice, Later scenes

show  rthe  panic-stricken
Russian  retreat  through
Smolensk.

A retreal scene from King Vidar's
19236 War and Feace; the teenage
Traliae conseripts i dheir gudio
usifarnis do oser look parsicularly
corincing, b it is feardly fair to
enlirge a crowd scene from the
19505 and compare it witlh such
loving  modern  re-creations  ag
Seorr's The Duellists.,
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A magnificent seeme from the
1962-67 Bondarchul War and
Peace; for the batrle sequences the
Savier Army provided s Jess thas
Jwurinfaniry amd pwo cavalry
dirisions.

The Borodino  sequence
could not be filmed at the
historical site because of the
numerous monuments to the
Russian heroes of the bactle,
Similar hillsides around the
small rown of T)urogbuzh
near Smolensk  were  used
mstead; and n the pursuit of
accuracy, a field in front of
the line of fortifications was
even changed from a
beanficld o a wheatfield.

In the film, Pierre arrives
at the Russian encampment
on-the day before the battle.
He sees  the stream  of
wounded from the previous
day’s fighting at Shevardino,
a knoll which had formed
part of the Russian left wing
but which was to be Napo-
leon’s vantage point during
the battle, Thousands of
peasants are toiling o build
the carthworks; and columns
of soldicrs form 2 religious
procession, headed by the
sacred  icon  of  the Huly
Wirgm of Smolensk from the

church ar Borodino.

On the screen, thousands
of soldicrs march across the
bardlefield,  cavaley  units
charge, and scores of canmon
fire in  rapid succession.
Sometimes the camera gives
panoramic  views of  the
slavghrer, sometimes close-
ups of mdividual faces, and
SOMELimes it even appears o
glide cthrongh the chaos.
Much of the overall wvisual
effece of the battle scene was
based upon the Borodino
Panorama  pamnted by F
Rubo, which hangs in Mos-
cow. The effort poured into
this sequence was well jus-
tified, and produced what
must be the most spectacular
battle scene ever put on film.,

Bondarchuk opted for an
impressionistic battle scene
rather than a clear sequence
of events. The version
screencd in this country uses
many  split=screens  and
super-impositions, and led
some critics to accuse Bon-
darchuk of unnecessary use
of avant-garde techniques.
The truth s that these were
mserted by the American
organisation  which  distri-
buted the film, as part of its
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efforts to cut runnmng ome
still further. However, cer-
tain key elements of the
battle can be discerned.

Mapoleon  1gnores  his
generals’ pleading to release
more reserves to o ensure a
deasive victory. The Russian
Prince Bagraton is mortally
wounded while leading a
cavalry charge. We see the
hand-to-hand fighting in and
around the Grear Redoubt,
the arrow-shaped  earth-
works called fleches, and the
ruined village of Semyenous-
kove.

Throughout Bondarchuk’s
epic the particular character
of Russian  socicty, as
reflected in the relationships
between soldiers of every
rank, is captured with great
conviction — a fascinating
bonus for Western viewers,
which was guite absent from
the Hollywood wversion.

Both Vidor's and Bondar-
chuk's versions portray the
occupation of a  wvirtually
deserted Moscow, and the
subsequent burning of che
city.  Pierre is  wrongly
arrested as a fire-raiser and
narrowly escapes execution.
The fire in the Russian

version is particularly awes
some: the camera at times
appears to glide over the
heads of the thousands of
soldiers in the streets, and
even through burning build-
imgs; the air is filled with
black storm of wind-blown
ashes,

Both versions well convey
the retreat from Moscow,
Vidor's film shows troops
h‘é‘l\’ing the (‘.il.}' in ur{ll:rly
columns  which  gradually
disintegrate as chill autumn
winds turn first to rain, and
then to blinding blizzard; the
roads are churned into mud,
before disappearing  undes
the snow. Bondarchuk's ver-
sion accurately shows the
columns passing by human
skeletons still unburied on
the Borodine batclefield. A
guerrilla raid led by Davidoy
— whom Tolstoy maodellsd
on Col. David Denisov —
resules in the rescue of Pierre,
but the death of MNatasha's
brother Petya. The French
suffer terribly fram the cold,
but the Russian  pursuers
scem to be able to maintana
neatness of appearance which
must be regarded as poenc
licence.



The military aspects of the
novel end at Vilna, when
Kutuzov orders the captured
standards to be laid at
Alexander’s  feet.  Bondar-
chuk’s wversion shows ex-
hausted French soldiers sur-
rendering en masse, and the
lowering of their flags before
a trinmphant Kutuzov. The
Vidor version continues the
story further by portraying
the crossing of the River
Beresina, an  cvent  which
took place on 25-28 MNovem-
ber but  which is  hardly
mentioned  in the nowvel.
Thousands of French are seen
crossing, a hastily-built pon-
toon bridee. The Russians
move up artillery on sleds
ind succeed in bBlowing away
part of the bridge, sending
many soldiers to their deaths
i the fase, freezing waters
and trapping much of the
French army on the eastern
bank.

In Bondarchuk’s film it is
Napoleon, rather than the
French soldier, whao is the
real enemy. Pierre saves the
life of a Capt. Ramballe of
the 13ch Lighe Brigade in
Moscow, Ramballe, por-
trayed as a likeable character,
i5 later captured during the
retreat. [ contras, Napo-
leon is seen to be responsible
for the invasion, ‘an ewvent
contrary to all human reason

and nature’. (Unsurprising-
ly, the fact that Crzar
Alexander had contemplated
invading France the previous
year is not alluded to.)

BAGRATION, THE
POLES, and MARSHAL
YORCK
In Dondarchuk's War and
FPeace the pare of Bagration —
complete with his strange
fleece cap — was played by
Giuli  Chokhonclidze, an
appropriate  choice in  that
both general and acror eame
from Georgia. Twenty years
later Chokhonclidze was able
to fulfill an ambition to star
m a film solely devoted to his
hero. The resule was Bagra-
fion (1984), a Mosfilm/
Gruziafilm  production  co-
directed by Chokhonelidze
and fellow Georgian Kara-

man Mgheladze.

The first part begins with
the  wounded Bagration
thinking back over his past
lite, and in particular the
events leading up to Boradi-
no.  Considerable time is
given to the complex politi-
cal relations berween Russia
and France prior to 1812, and
to  the fierce arguments
berween Bagration and Barc-
lay de Tolly over the strategy
to be adopted against che
mvaders. The sequences de-
picting  the burning of

Smolensk and the bactle of
Borodino are most impress-
ive,  skilfully  combining
stuck  footage  from  the
Bondarchuk film with newly
shot material.

The second part deals with
the desperate fight to save the
hero’s lite. Fragments of
metal are removed from his
leg during a grisly operation;
but his spirits are raised by
the sight of his favourite
white horse, and by memor-
s cvoked by a sword
presented to him by the
revered  Gen.  Suvorov,
When news arrives of the fall
of Moscow the distraught
Bagration dons his uniform
for the last time in the hope
of rejoining the fight, he
collapses and dies, the victim
of an infection beyond the
powers of his doctors.

The retreat from Moscow
has featured in many other
films, although vsually very
briefly. Ridley Scott’s The
Dueilists (1977) — something
of a cult among MNapoleonic
enthusiasts  for its  careful
reconstruction of the chang-
ing appearance of French
cavalry over 15 years — was
based on Jack London's
novella.  which  was  itsell
originally published as The
Point of Honour, It concerns a
series of ducls berween two
hussar officers in Napoleon’s

army. Harvey Keitel plays
Gilbert Feraud, a dedicated
Bonapartist who continues
to challenge Armand
d'Hubert (David Carradine),
ostensibly over his suspected
lack of commitment to the
Emperor. The story spans
the wyears 1801 to 1816,
during which time they are
both promoted from lLicute-
nants to generals, The duels
take place during lulls be-
tween a number of cam-
paigns;  but there is a
sequence  set during  the
Russian retreat — shot near
Aviemore in Scotland —
when  for once the two
characrers help, rather than
fight one another by beating
off Cossacks. The art dircc-
tion of The Duellists ateracted
particular praise. Most of the
ironies of the original story
are lost; bur the duels are
vividly portrayed, and the
film boasts some striking
location photography in the
Dardogne.

When  considering  this
CAMPAIEN, some  mention
should be made of Woody
Allew’s  Love and  Death
(1975), a lampoon on Rus-
stan film directors such as
Eisenstein and authors such
as Dostoyevsky, Chekov and
Tolstoy. Though Woody's
world is inhabited by all sorts
of wild incongruities and
20th-century  allusions, the
battle scenes are not unspec-
tacular, this time using the
resources of the Hungarian
army.

Most films set in 1812 give
little indication of the cosmo-
politan nature of the Grande
Armée, which included Ita-
lians, Swiss, Poles, Danes,

Dutch, Portuguese,  Spa-
niards, and representatives of
several  German  states.

Andrez Wajda's Popioly —
“Ashes” (1965) was based an
the  novel by  Stephan
Zeromski, and concerned the
plight of the Poles who
foughe for Napoleon. Their
hope was the re-creation of a
Poland  united from the
fragments divided between
Russia, Prussia and Austria
The ve-creation of the bridge over
the Beresina for Vider's War and
Peace, which extended the scope of
the seory beyond Tolstay's eriginal
in this resped, giving the film ane
of its most ingpressive soquences




CloRuineing costine 1 d strengs
of Ridley Srore’s The Duellises,
and i dlee petreat from Muscne
sepment Harvey Keltel — weith
David Carvdine, hackprownd —
wears an o aciusdle mixiure of
Frewch, Russime and improvised
Hear,

Below:

Werner Kranss — secard from Tefi
— in e title wdle dn Fans
Muller's Yorck (1937).

in the late 18th century.
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during  MNapoleon’s  carly
campaigns  in ltaly,  the
Peninsular - War  and  the
Franco-Austrian campaign of
180%; and the final sequences
feature  the  retrear from
Moscow. MNapoleon's sleigh,
drawn by threc splendid
horses, speeds  along  in
complete silence past aban-
doned cainnon, thousands of
corpses,  and  frost-bitten
cripples dressed in tattered
remnants of their once res-
plendent uniforms. A snow-
blinded Polish officer rises
from the ground and stretch-
es out his hand as if for help:
the Emperor does not appear
to notice him, and he is left
alone. Cerrainly, Wajda was
true to the spirit of the nowvel
by showing history as crucl
and  squalid  rather  than
glamorous; but in doing so
he became the centre of
controversy because of the
implications it held for the
present day, Those in Poland
who thought chat by 1965
the country had reached
some kind of political marur-
ity attacked the filim, while
those discontented with Po-
land’s  recent  history  de-
fended ir.

As  NMNapoleon  rerreated
into  Poland  the Prussians
defected, turning against the
French whose occupation of
their hameland had turned
them into reluctant allies.
The process by which Prus-
sia’s resurgence began was
explained i Hans Muller's
German film Yoerck (1931).
The film shows how King
Frederick Wilhelm 11 agreed
to send Prussian troops to 2id
Mapoleon's invasion of Rus-
sia, and how this cavsed a
split in the Prussian officer
corps. A Prussian contingent
led by Field-Marshal Yorck
(Werner Kraus) forms part of
Macdonald’s  corps  which

advances into Russia to the
north ot the main body of the
Girande  Armée. During the
retreat they become aware of
Mapaoleon's  famous  29th
Bulletin of the Army, issued
at Molodetchna on 3 Decem-
ber 1812, which described
the army’s demoralised seate.
Yorck mects the Russin
Gen. Diebitsch-Zabolkon-
sky, leading to the Conven-
tion of Tauroggen of 3
December,  whereby  the
Prussians agreed to remain
neutral for two maonths, This
was finally ratified ar the
Convention of Kalisch on 28
February 1813, by whose
terms the Prussians formally
Joined the Sixth  Coalition
against MNapoleon.

Aunstria, Sweden, and a
number of German  states
Joined the Coalition, MNapo-
leon retreated through Po-
land mro Germany; and afie
the battle of Leipzig, 16-18
October 15813, the combined
Russian, Prussian and Au-
strian  armies forced  the
French back across  the
Rhine. For a sccond vear in
succession Napoleon had lost
almaost half a million men.
spite of a  well-conducrd
campaign  he could no
prevent  the Allied  foros
occupying Paris, leading w
the First Abdication of @
April 15814,

It 15 not difficulr mw
understand why the 1813-14
campaigns have been ignored
in films. For the French the
story is one of prolonged and
humiliating national defer,
For the Russians, including
Tolstoy, interest faded onee
the French had been driven
from the actual soil of the
Motherland. Although it was
the biggest battle of the
MNapaoleonic Wars in terms of
numbers,  the three—day
struggle around Leipzig wa
too mconclusive and confus-
ing to provide a climax
appropriate for an epic screen

production. It is not untl

Mapoleon’s return from Elha
and the dramatic events of
the ‘Hundred Days’ tha
history once again provides
inspiration to  film-makers;
and Warterloo is the most
filmed, as well as the most
chronicled, of all the battles
of the Mapoleonic Wars. [ral
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