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An Epiphany of Nitrate 

by Paolo Chercbi Usai 

"Sex is never safe. Sex is dangerous." 

Dennis Hopper, The Hot Spot (1990) 

My first experience of cinema in the form of nitrate motion picture film is 

inextricably linked to the sense of smell. It also coincides with my earliest and no 

less flammable experiences as an adolescent discovering the explosive pleasures of 

the human body. While it is certainly not my intention to impose a sexual 

autobiography upon the reader of a book on the moving image, I cannot answer 

the question of how I discovered nitrate prints without referring to one of the most 

multifaceted physical experiences of my life. 

At the time when it happened, I was already familiar with acetate film in both its 

35mm and 16mm forms. In fact, the 35mm format came quite early in my life, as 

the cinema theatre in the village where I was born was right across the street from 

my villa, and I would play with film scraps from weekly newsreels (for some reason, 

the owner of the theatre would not bother to return them to the distributors) as 

much as with the remains of the material used for carbon arc projection lamps, 

those odd pencils we used to trade as the mysterious remains of some radioactive 

experiment. 

A fragment of the stencil-

coloured Pathe film Fee aux 

pigeons (1906). 

(See also Colour Section 1.) 

Paolo Cherchi Usai. 

However, by the time I had come to know 16mm as a format for those prints shown 

in the context of discussions among cinephiles, a much more powerful cinematic 

experience came to my senses, determining much of the way I look at nitrate today. 

School was over, and my main goal for the summer was to convince a young 

woman to show me her breasts. She was in town for the summer - as every summer 

- and at age 15 she was definitely more mature than her mere age would suggest. 

When she eventually agreed (probably out of exasperation, as she hoped I would 

leave her alone after having satisfied my curiosity), the place we chose for our 

evening encounter was a warehouse near the theatre, close enough to home not to 

worry my parents, early enough to get back before the customary 10pm curfew. 

As I wanted to be romantic, I had brought candles for the event. More 

wisely, she came with an electric torch. My schoolmates had told me that 

I should enter the building through the bathroom window, but when we 

arrived she first tried the door, just for the heck of it. It was unlocked. I do 

not remember exactly what happened in the next two minutes, but I do 

know that soon after closing the door behind us we were inundated by an 

overwhelming scent, something we had never smelled before. 

Retrospectively, I must be grateful to the gods of good fortune that we did 

not light the candles. I did not see her breasts on that occasion (that 

happened a few days later, in the much healthier - although rather more 

conventional - environment of a chestnut forest), but many other things 

occurred in that space crammed with cobwebs, old newspapers, rat shit, 

pigeons, and hundreds of reels of nitrate film piled up against the walls. It 

was there that I clipped (yes, I did) two frames from the loose end of a reel which 

I had picked at random that night. Those frames, reproduced on this page, were the 

first nitrate images I had ever seen. 
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That smell never left me, and many years after the event I found myself asking an 

expert in perfumes how I could reconstruct the memory of that fateful scent. The 

perfume industry has a specialised technician - he is called "the nose", and is one 

of the best-paid figures in this mysterious and highly remunerative industry - and 

it was one of those experts whom I asked how I could recreate the perfume of 

nitrate film. Like all "noses", the person I contacted for this purpose was very 

secretive about how he managed it, but he did bring me a tiny bottle with an essence 

whose smell was indeed that smell, my first epiphany of nitrate. 

Camphor, cinnamon, neroli, the essence derived from the pineal gland of an owl -

these and many other scents were mentioned, but I was not given that ampoule, nor 

would I be capable of duplicating the report for the benefit of moving-image 

archivists. For some time, I felt ashamed at my experiment with the odours of silent 

cinema. If I no longer feel that way it is because I am now ready to accept the 

principle of correspondence at some important level between sight and the other 

senses. Is this fetishism? Yes indeed, insofar as fetishism - the art of establishing a 

physical relationship with the object of desire beyond the fulfilment of pleasure -

can lead to a true form of knowledge. 

One of the greatest tragedies of our profession is that we have been unable to convey 

the meaning of the difference between video and film to the newest generations of 

viewers. This defeat was supported by universities, and by the academic world's 

inability to endorse and stand by the methods established by art history a long time 

before cinema existed. This is all the more deplorable if one recalls how persistent we 

were in claiming that cinema has the right to stand alongside all the other forms of 

art. How come an original etching by Diirer (one of many "copies" derived from the 

master's original matrix) is perceived to have more artistic dignity than its 

photographic reproduction, and yet there are scholars who content themselves in 

writing about a film they have never seen in its proper form? If the battle for the rights 

of film against video or DVD has largely gone by default, then the admittedly subtler 

difference between a nitrate print and its ersatz in the form of an acetate or polyester 

print is even more likely to escape the vast majority of spectators, and we archivists 

need to understand the reasons for our failure in establishing ethics of film viewing. 

By and large, audiences accept that what they call a restored film "looks like" what 

they call the original. Therefore, they feel they no longer need to look at the nitrate 

print. 

And yet we know there is a thing such as the "nitrate experience". We may even 

call it the "nitrate epiphany" in the sense that its unique features appeal to several 

senses. Can we quantify the characteristics of this "epiphany"? Maybe not, but 

those who have experienced it know very well that it is real. The appeal to the eye 

is obvious: the texture, the sharpness, the warmth of an image carried by a nitrate 

base. Those who have had the chance to handle a nitrate copy are also aware that 

its distinctive smell is accompanied by a no less remarkable tactile impression, so 

precise that many of us know how to recognise it simply by holding it in our hands. 

Right after the original fateful experience described earlier, my own epiphany of 

nitrate quickly developed itself as a discipline of the senses. I was told that nitrate 

film decomposes and burns quickly, and I liked it even more for that. In 1984, at 

the former nitrate vaults of the National Film Archive in Aston Clinton, I held in 

my hands a hand-coloured print of Georges Méliès's he Royaume des fées (1903) 

and a Pathe fantasy then catalogued under the title A Trip to Davy Jones' Locker. 

Since then, the impression left by their colours has never abandoned me. In 1985, 

the curators of the Danske Filmmuseum allowed me to handle the nitrate negative 

of a mysterious early film called For en kvindes skyld (1907), known for its unusual 




