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“A perfect movie.”
—Orson Welles

New 4K restoration by the Compagnie méditerranéenne de films–MPC
with the support of the CNC and ARTE France.

T

he warmth and wit of celebrated playwright turned auteur
Marcel Pagnol (The Marseille Trilogy) shines through in
this enchanting slice-of-life comedy. Returning once again
to the Provençal countryside he knew intimately, Pagnol draws a
vivid portrait of a close-knit village where the marital woes of a
sweetly deluded baker (the inimitable Raimu, heralded by no less

than Orson Welles as “the greatest actor who ever lived”) snowball
into a scandal that engulfs the entire town. Marrying the director’s
abiding concern for the experiences of ordinary people with an
understated but superbly judged visual style, The Baker’s Wife is
at once wonderfully droll and piercingly perceptive in its nuanced
treatment of the complexities of human relationships.
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MARCEL PAGNOL BIOGRAPHY
A virtual institution in France and an integral figure of its cultural
identity, Marcel Pagnol was born in 1895 in Aubagne, on the
southern edge of the Provence region, near Marseille. He was the
son of an anticlerical teacher and a sweet-natured seamstress; and,
as he recounts in his late-in-life memoirs, he spent a childhood
soaked in Provençal sunshine, among the irascible characters
of the area’s colorful, rustic society. After avoiding World War I
by way of a diagnosis of “frail” health, Pagnol worked for years
as an English instructor. But he had harbored artistic ambitions
since his early teen years, and in 1927, he finally decided to pursue
playwriting full time. Five years earlier, he had moved to Paris,
where he had begun collaborating with other writers—his debut
production, Merchants of Glory, was cowritten with Paul Nivoix, in
1925. His next play, Topaze, a 1928 satire about greed, corruption,
and nascent consumerism, was a hit; three film adaptations were
produced in 1933 (in France, America, and Egypt), and it has been
remade several times since.
Still pining for the Provence of his youth, Pagnol next wrote the
stage play Marius, the first of his distinctive drama-comedies
about the working-class Marseillais characters he knew so well.
It was a huge hit for the stage, and he soon followed it with
a sequel, Fanny. With the arrival of talkies, it became clear to
Pagnol that film offered a way to expand his work’s audience
by the millions. Unsure of his own capabilities with this new
medium, however, and having received financial help from
Paramount, he hired traveling British expat Alexander Korda to
film Marius in 1931, and its positive reception gave Pagnol his
first taste of cinematic success. After hiring Marc Allégret to
direct Fanny in 1932, he formed his own production studio in
the countryside around Marseille and set about learning how to
operate a camera and make films himself. Rarely straying from
the regional terrain and voice that he became known for, he
began filming his plays—writing, producing, and directing fifteen

movies between 1933 and 1954, including Angèle (1934), César
(1936), Harvest (1937), The Baker’s Wife (1938), The Well-Digger’s
Daughter (1940), Manon of the Spring (1952), and Letters from
My Windmill (1954). Pagnol would often simultaneously craft
his projects as both theatrical plays and film scripts—all while
continuing to publish novels, memoirs, and French translations
of Shakespeare’s works.
Pagnol was almost always scrupulously neutral about politics.
The only film he finished during the German occupation of
France, The Well-Digger’s Daughter, included a radio broadcast
of a speech by Marshal Philippe Pétain. After the war, he snuck
in a bit of a speech by Charles de Gaulle to replace it.
In 1946, Pagnol was elected to one of the forty seats in the
Académie française—becoming the first filmmaker so honored.
While some critics in the early sound era decried Pagnol’s express
commitment to using cinema simply to “record” theater, the
continued vitality of his films, and their ardor for the craft of
acting, made them staples for the generations of filmmakers
who followed him. Both Vittorio De Sica and Roberto Rossellini
saw in Pagnol’s films the germs of neorealism, and famous critic
André Bazin cast him as a central figure in the humanist lineage of
moviemaking. It’s fair to say that the patient, dialogue-heavy films
of Eric Rohmer, Jacques Rivette, and Jean Eustache would have
been radically different without Pagnol’s precedent.
By the time of his death in 1974, Pagnol had become a beloved
figure at home in France, where he was the esteemed author of an
entire subset of French cultural tradition. His scripts are still being
adapted for the screen, most recently by actor-director Daniel
Auteuil, as filmmakers and audiences continue to yearn for a return
to the early twentieth-century Provençal wilds and docksides that
he brought to life in his work.

PAGNOL FILMOGRAPHY
1931 Marius (screenplay only)
1932 Fanny (screenplay only)
1933 Le gendre de Monsieur Poirier
1934 Jofroi
1934 Angèle
1935 Merlusse
1935 Cigalon
1936 Topaze (second French version)
1936 César
1937 Harvest (Regain)
1938 Heartbeat (Le schpountz)
1938 The Baker’s Wife (La femme du boulanger)
1940 The Well-Digger’s Daughter (La fille du puisatier)
1941 La prière aux étoiles (unfinished)
1949 The Pretty Miller Girl (La belle meunière)
1950 The Ways of Love (segment of anthology film)
1951 Topaze (third French version)
1952 Manon of the Spring (Manon des sources)
1954 Letters from My Windmill (Les lettres de mon moulin)

THE BAKER’S WIFE FACTS
—The
—
story is taken from the novel
Blue Boy (Jean le bleu) by Jean Giono.
It was Marcel Pagnol’s fourth and final
Giono adaptation, after Jofroi (1934),
Angèle (1934), and Harvest (1937).
—Pagnol’s
—
initial choice for the role
of the baker was Marcel Maupi,
whose frail constitution was more
in keeping with Giono’s physical
description of the character in Blue
Boy. But the part eventually went to
the burly Raimu. (Maupi plays Barnabé
in the film.)
—Pagnol
—
wrote the part of Aurélie for
Joan Crawford, using minimal dialogue
since she didn’t speak French. After she
declined, Raimu convinced Pagnol to cast
Ginette Leclerc, who would go on to star
in such films as Le Corbeau (1943) and
Tropic of Cancer (1970).
—Raimu
—
refused to play his dialogue scenes
outdoors. Therefore, much of the film was
shot in a studio, giving many scenes a look

that’s a combination of location and
studio photography.
—The
—
film’s exteriors were shot in
the medieval village of Le Castellet,
roughly thirty miles southeast of
Marseille. Today, the area is famous
for its wine production and for its
Formula 1 racetrack.
—The
—
film was a major critical and boxoffice hit in France when it was released
in 1938. In 1940, the film also had a
successful run in the U.S., where it won
best-foreign-film honors from both the
National Board of Review and the New
York Film Critics Circle.
—In
— the midforties, after the war, Orson
Welles visited Pagnol and told him
that he had seen The Baker’s Wife and
would like to meet its star, Raimu, whom
Welles considered “the greatest actor
who ever lived.” Pagnol informed Welles
that Raimu had recently passed away,
and Welles burst into tears.

—Pagnol
—
adapted his script for The Baker’s
Wife into a theatrical production but
only staged one performance. In 1976,
a musical adaptation of the same name,
with music and lyrics by Stephen
Schwartz and a book by Joseph Stein,
embarked on a six-month tour of small
venues in the U.S., undergoing major
retooling along the way. The musical
finally premiered in the West End in
1989. Although the reviews and audience
reaction were positive, the show lasted
there for only fifty-six performances. It
has not been produced on Broadway.
—In
— The Catcher in the Rye, Holden Caulfield,
despite his own distaste for movies,
mentions that his younger sister, Phoebe,
likes them and knows the difference
between good and bad films. He says that
he took her to see The Baker’s Wife and she
found it hysterical.

