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Chapter 1

Introduction

In 1901, Charles Pathé wrote prophetically that cinema would be “the 
theater, the newspaper, and the school of tomorrow.”1 By the 1920s, 
the theater, the newspaper, and the school each had its refl ection in one 
of three major cinematic forms: the entertainment fi lm, the newsreel, 
and the documentary. It was during the interwar years that fi lm would 
undergo a revolutionary transformation; no longer a novelty entertain-
ment, it would become the powerful force of mass culture and communi-
cation that we know it to be today. With the huge increase in fi lm audiences 
during this period, cinema would come to play an extraordinary role in 
shaping public taste and opinion.2 If fi lm has, as Antoine De Baecque
has written, shaped “the mental universe of the twentieth century,” it was 
during the interwar years that the shaping process began.3

At the end of the nineteenth century, cinema was part of a culture that 
increasingly demanded representations of the real.4 But as fi lm grew 
more and more popular, its very realism attracted a certain suspicion. 
Its appeal to mass audiences was at once powerful and dangerous. 
Conversations about its potential to encourage violence, delinquency, 
or immoral sexual behavior are strikingly reminiscent of twenty-fi rst 
 century discussions of the effects of video games on young people. In the 
1920s, some observers thought that the only antidote to the nefarious 
effects of commercial cinema was fi lm itself—a different kind of fi lm that 
would tell the truth. In a matter of years, this truthtelling cinema already 
had its own name: documentary fi lm. Its advocates saw it as a potentially 
revolutionary medium because it could reach mass audiences with true 
stories. With the right people behind the camera, these true stories could 
serve as agents of popular education, moral regeneration, and the 
correction of social evils.

After the First World War, enthusiasm for the social applications of 
documentary fi lm captivated fi lmmakers from the Soviet Union to the 
United States. In the Soviet Union, Dziga Vertov used his background in 
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newsreel compilation to create the documentary magazine entitled 
Kino-Pravda (Film Truth).5 He exploited the medium’s visionary power to 
portray the birth of a new society. His work inspired other Soviet fi lm-
makers such as Esfi r Shub, Victor Turin, and Alexander Medvedkin.6 
Their careers and contributions to the development of the medium are 
well documented, as are the experiments in the use of documentary 
fi lm to promote fascist values in 1930s Germany and Italy. The work of 
Leni Riefenstahl stands out here as legendary.7 So, also, is the rise in 
Great Britain of John Grierson, who is often credited as the inventor of 
the term “documentary” in English, and who also put its truth telling at 
the service of social advocacy, beginning with the Empire Marketing 
Board Film Unit.8

Most fi lm historians would have us believe that despite Auguste and 
Louis Lumière’s invention of the cinématographe, the overall contribution 
of France to the development of documentary fi lm was negligible prior 
to the Second World War. With a few exceptions, French documentaries 
of the interwar period are dismissed as not “good” enough esthetically, 
not polemical enough to merit the label “Griersonian,” and not  politically 
sophisticated enough to interest a modern viewer.9 In his book on Vichy 
documentaries, Screening Reality, Steve Wharton manages to dismiss 
interwar documentaries in one sentence, summing up their role as that 
of a “lyrical chronicler.”10 Guy Gauthier fi nds the documentaries of the 
period facile, boring, and full of platitudes; they merit no substantive 
coverage in his 2002 survey book, Un siècle de documentaires français.11 
He criticizes their conformism, as does Thomas August, who briefl y 
mentions the “healthy conservatism” of colonial documentaries prior to 
1939 in his book, The Selling of the Empire.12 After acknowledging France 
as one of the countries in which “documentary proper” originated, Jack 
Ellis and Betsy McLane exclude it from their 2005 survey, A New History 
of Documentary Film, presumably because it is not social enough in the 
Griersonian sense.13

One of the arguments of this book is that the ordinary educational 
documentaries produced in France during the interwar years are in fact 
of great interest. To an astonishing degree, these interwar fi lms, 
scattered around in diverse locations, are virtually ignored.14 Within the 
cool walls of the French national fi lm archives, a military fortress west of 
Paris, canister upon canister of documentaries line the shelves. These 
reels might not provide the palpitations an audience might have felt in 
the steamy presence of L’Atlantide, but they have a stirring effect all their 
own. As the fi rst few words of the self-assured “voice of God” narration 
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ring out—that very declamatory style that avant-garde documentarists 
after the war despised—the viewer experiences the strange sensation 
of being directly addressed by the voice of the 1920s or 1930s French 
state. Jean-Michel Frodon’s characterization of cinema as a “national 
projection” can be taken almost literally.15 Suddenly, what might have 
appeared to be a dreary litany of the progress of electrifi cation of the 
French countryside snaps into focus as an early example of the mobiliza-
tion of fi lm in the service of shaping public opinion.

And that is precisely what French documentary fi lmmakers were trying 
to do in the interwar years. It was a watershed moment for France. The 
First World War had ravaged the nation, destroyed nearly fi ve million 
acres of farmland, killed 1.4 million Frenchmen and wounded three 
million more. A series of unstable and ineffectual governments failed 
to respond effectively to a depression that arrived later but lasted longer 
in France than elsewhere. A brief fl owering of left-wing optimism 
accompanied the election of the Popular Front government in 1936 that 
was short-lived and left most of its promises unfulfi lled. After a short 
war, 1940 would herald a voluntary plunge into right-wing dictatorship, 
collaboration with Germany, and four years of German occupation.

Alongside these political and economic events, France experienced an 
important social transformation as well. It was no longer the rural nation 
it had once been; a decades-long rural exodus led to the tipping point 
in 1931, when the urban population surpassed the rural population.16 
The year 1931 would also see an International Colonial Exhibition in 
Paris, a symbolic marker of the apogee of French colonial domination, 
where the “greater France” of 100 million people that stretched from 
French Polynesia through the Caribbean, Africa, and Asia was on display. 
Herman Lebovics characterizes the social transformations of the early 
twentieth century as a cultural “rite of passage” for a young republic, 
newly consolidated politically, that struggled to defi ne its social and 
cultural dimensions.17 The endeavor to defi ne True France, which for 
Lebovics was primarily a conservative one, had two principal strands: 
fi rst, debates about perceived tensions between modernization and 
tradition; and second, the question of social and cultural diversity, or, 
more simply put, who was and who should be considered French.

These debates will seem familiar to contemporary readers with an 
interest in France. In the 2007 French presidential election, the  age-worn 
concept of national identity was dusted off, burnished to a warm luster, 
and brought out as a fresh new theme in the campaigns of all the leading 
candidates. To some, it seemed vaguely quaint and anachronistic in this 
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post-national age of European unifi cation to hear candidates reach into 
the archive of myths about France and Frenchness to dress up their 
 platforms. For left-wing observers, it was a nightmare to see an issue 
associated with Jean-Marie Le Pen’s extreme right National Front party 
slide surreptitiously into the center. This was an ironic triumph for a 
politician who had defeated the Socialist candidate in the fi rst round of 
the 2002 election, sending an electric shock of fear through the nation. 
Although he fared miserably in 2007, Le Pen’s central issue—defi ning 
the Frenchness of France—had become coveted terrain for which all the 
candidates, even the Socialist Ségolène Royal, had to scramble.18 After 
his victory, Nicolas Sarkozy enshrined the concept in his administration, 
which included a new Ministry of Immigration, Integration, National 
Identity and Co-Development.

Although it would be unwise, as Herrick Chapman reminds us, to apply 
contemporary concepts of identity politics to historical investigation, it is 
nonetheless intriguing to observe that in times of crisis, the identity of 
France continues to resurface as a topic of debate across the twentieth 
century and into the twenty-fi rst.19 But have attempts to defi ne national 
identity always been conservatively infl ected? Has the idea of a single, 
centralized Frenchness to which others must assimilate been the 
dominant cultural model from the early Third Republic, as Eugen Weber 
would suggest? If so, how can one explain the origins of such laws as the 
Appellation d’origine contrôlée that value local specifi city and bolster much 
of the late twentieth-century French tourist industry? How did the French 
provinces and the colonies fi gure into the equation of who was more or 
less French? Can we learn anything about contemporary responses to 
questions of integration and assimilation, about French concepts of 
alterity and difference, from cultural projects, whether successful or not, 
earlier in the century? These are some of the questions that started me 
on this investigation of “true” stories told in early fi lm.

Documentary fi lm is a particularly useful historical source because of 
its “claim to the real”—the assertion of the fi lmmaker that he is making 
a good-faith attempt to create true statements about the real world. 
As Bill Nichols has argued, documentary fi lm is a kind of “rhetorical 
fi ction,” in which “the world as we see it through a documentary window is 
heightened, telescoped, dramatized, reconstructed, fetishized, miniatur-
ized, or otherwise modifi ed”20 in the service of a rhetorical structure, usually 
an argument.21 However, as a genre, documentary fi lm continues to com-
mand respect as a vehicle of information and education, because of a 
cultural code that defi nes it as the opposite of fi ction.22 Documentaries, 
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as both Nichols and Alan Renov have pointed out, claim to speak about 
the world outside the frame (the one in which we live, past or present), 
whereas fi ction alludes to a world (one in which we may imagine living).23 
They peddle truths, winning the trust of their audiences through a 
relationship with other nonfi ctional systems Nichols calls “discourses 
of sobriety” (science, economics, politics, foreign policy, education, 
religion).24 Because of this relationship, documentary fi lm can provide 
the historian with crucial insights into the kinds of “true” stories being 
told in the guise of “education” at a particular historical moment, as well 
as into the kinds of audiences who were expected to believe them. Stated 
even more simply, in the words of Marc Ferro, “the fi lm is History.”25

This book brings to light documentary fi lms and fi lm outreach 
programs developed in France during the interwar years that provide a 
valuable window onto crucial national debates of the period. In the
years following the First World War and throughout the period, many 
governmental agencies and private organizations in France viewed docu-
mentary fi lm as a socially “useful” art form and invested in fi lm projects 
they thought would help deliver their messages to the public. At the core 
of this study are fi lms and programs that sought to shore up the image of 
a faltering nation by pulling the French regions and the colonies into a 
broader national narrative. No longer dismissed as cultural backwaters 
in need of reform, these rural areas of metropolitan and overseas France 
were now seen as important sources of national regeneration. Both 
public and private organizations sought to use fi lm to educate rural 
peoples about the French nation and to educate city dwellers about the 
importance of the regions and the colonies to that nation. They fi rmly 
believed that fi lm could bridge the cultural divide between urban and 
rural France, as well as between métropole and colony. They believed 
that images could shape perceptions of group belonging, and that they 
could help the diverse peoples of France to recognize themselves and 
each other—whether Breton, Senegalese, or “Indochinese”—as uniquely 
French.26 The fi lms they made tell a story about the role fi lm played in 
the negotiation of a new symbolic relationship between center and 
periphery within the framework of the French nation. In short, it is a 
story of reframing the nation.

In telling this story, I have attempted to bridge several traditional 
methodological divides. The fi rst is one of divergent models of national 
identity. Some scholars, following the lead of Eugen Weber, favor a model 
of a centralized “modern” national identity gradually moving outward to 
replace “traditional” regional cultures over the nineteenth and twentieth 
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centuries. Others argue for more autonomy on the periphery in negoti-
ating and responding to the modern republican state.27 While many of 
my fi lm sources attempt to portray a unifi ed and centralized view of the 
nation, this book parses the complex negotiations with colony and region 
that were integral to such a portrayal. Rather than suggesting that these 
categories should be seen in opposition to one another, I will argue that 
there was an effort in the interwar period to dissolve dichotomies between 
nation and region, nation and colony, traditional and modern, authentic and 
progressive. A portrait emerges of these categories as “fl uid ideological 
construction[s],” constantly in process and given different meanings in 
different contexts.28 These labels were used, as Herrick Chapman writes, 
“as much for their rhetorical charge as for their descriptive accuracy.”29

The second divide I attempt to break down is that between rural and 
colonial studies, which have typically been quite separate fi elds of inquiry 
for contemporary scholars. Historians of colonial France have made con-
siderable efforts in recent years to study colonial history not as a separate 
fi eld, but within the broader context of French history, research that has 
helped to situate colonial ideology within French republicanism as well 
as to broaden our understanding of the “culture of colonialism.”30 This 
scholarship has not, by and large, led to much comparative work on the 
regions and the colonies, despite the natural link between the two in the 
early twentieth century as “traditional societies” became objects of study 
by the developing sciences of ethnology and folklore.31 Nor have these 
links been refl ected in the fi eld of visual culture, which has attracted 
considerable attention from historians of empire, and, to a lesser extent, 
historians of rural and regional France.32 This book attends to ideological 
and representational links between visual artifacts circulating in the 
“center” (Paris or urban France) and those specifi cally designed for 
distribution in rural regions or the colonies.33 Reading the rural and 
colonial stories in parallel reveals the extent to which understandings of 
rural and colonial France informed and shaped one another.

A fi nal methodological divide I have attempted to bridge is that 
between fi lm history and social/cultural history. Social and cultural 
historians, as Robert Sklar has argued, treat moviegoing as primarily 
“the social interaction of persons within a theater space” and neglect the 
esthetic, ideological, and psychological dimensions of the movies them-
selves.34 Film historians, on the other hand, have tended to pay little 
attention to the lived experiences of the viewing public.35 In working 
with a broad range of fi lm and non-fi lm sources, I have attempted to take 
a more comprehensive approach, integrating close fi lm analysis with 
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a broader narrative of social and cultural history as well of production 
goals and audience reception.36 This is, I believe, what Marc Ferro 
meant when he described an approach to fi lm history in which 
“criticism is not limited to the fi lm, but integrates it into the world that 
surrounds it, with which it necessarily communicates.”37 The producers 
of documentary fi lms, like the state offi cials involved in fi nancing 
or approving them, were keenly interested in their audiences.38 Films 
produced for French farmers were very different from the ones that 
put those farmers on  display for urban audiences. The same is true of 
the colonies. I treat fi lms not only as vehicles for discourse, but also as 
material objects that are subject to “consumption” in specifi c settings, 
mining them for information about their ideological content and their 
cultural context.39

The fi lms in this book are distinctly unremarkable. They are not the 
works of well-known artists who had relationships with modernists 
working in other media, such as Jean Epstein, Jean Painlevé, Jean Vigo, 
or Fernand Léger.40 Rather, they are the ordinary fi lms that occupied 
the place for the documentary on cinema programs of the time.41 They 
are the lackluster fi lms that one journalist praised ecstatically because 
if you arrived late to the movies, you would only have missed the docu-
mentary.42 People rarely remembered them by title. And yet, they were 
ubiquitous. They circulated widely in cinemas, but also far beyond tradi-
tional movie houses, to village squares, cafés, town halls, and school-
houses in parts of the country that had no other access to cinema. Like 
Romy Golan, who looks beyond the narrative of high modernism towards 
more “average,” “middle-of-the-road” sources for her study of interwar 
art and politics, I fi nd these standard, uncontroversial fi lms to be good 
indicators of the safe waters of consensus.43 Most of them were either 
funded by various organisms of the French state or at least subject to 
state censorship, and they therefore represented attempts to inform 
and infl uence a broad general audience without raising eyebrows. Their 
rhetoric did not change signifi cantly as governments shifted from Left 
to Right. They fell into categories and repeated  common tropes, argu-
ments, and themes. In this uncontroversial center, Golan fi nds “the 
ideological context of the times.” Jack Ellis has advanced a similar expla-
nation for the success of Grierson in Britain, arguing that Grierson’s 
work “stay[ed] within what the two major political parties, Conservative 
and Labour, might agree on.”44 This conformism may explain why schol-
ars have tended to dismiss them. I argue that from “conformist” fi lms, 
recurring patterns of representation emerge, and that these patterns 
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show ideas that were broadly shared among commissioning agencies, 
fi lmmakers, and audiences.

Two central stories emerge from the “average” documentaries 
 produced for consumption in interwar France. The fi rst is one of an 
ongoing debate over the importance of tradition and progress in the 
postwar nation. The second is one of a struggle to defi ne the place of 
diverse cultures within that nation. These issues were intertwined, and 
both played a key role in refi guring the national imagination after the 
cataclysm. These questions often center on the fi gures of the provinces 
or the colonies, both potential reserves of “traditional” values. Unlike 
Herman Lebovics, I do not propose that images of rural and colonial 
France were drawn upon primarily by conservatives to shore up a reac-
tionary vision of True France. Rather, the argument in this book is closer 
to that of Shanny Peer’s in France on Display or Romy Golan’s in Art and 
Politics in France between the Wars, articulating a vision of the French nation 
in documentary fi lm that drew heavily on images of tradition in harmony 
with modernization and progress. This France, which was promoted by 
governments on both the Left and the Right, relies for its strength on a 
broad collection of diverse regional and colonial cultures living together 
under the same fl ag. Rural and colonial France emerge as vital elements 
of the postwar nation. Rather than threatening progress, tradition 
emerges as its necessary ally, and France enhances its national image by 
portraying itself as a nation that values tradition.

Documentary cinema was the ideal handmaiden to this project in the 
interwar years, as it was both preservationist and progressivist. Born into 
a world of tension between the study of traditional societies and their 
transformation by the external forces of “progress,” it could both collect 
and disseminate information. It could just as well bring notions of 
 “civilization” to “primitive” peoples who had never left their valleys as 
bring back from those valleys precious archives of societies on the brink 
of disappearance. Its preservationist role was foremost, for example, 
when Marcel Griaule made his pathbreaking ethnographic fi lms of the 
Dogon people in the Bandiagara cliffs (Au pays des Dogon/In the Land 
of the Dogon and Sous les masques noirs/Under the Black Masks, 1931/1935). 
Its progressive role was more evident, for example, in an agricultural 
training fi lm aimed at encouraging modern methods of raising silk-
worms in France. These roles blur as the fi lms circulate in different 
places, however. The Griaule fi lms, fi nanced by the Ministry of Colonies, 
were later distributed in France to rally the metropolitan masses to the 
colonial cause.45 The silkworm fi lm showed up in the collection of the 
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Compagnie marocaine cinématographique et commerciale in Dakar, 
which lent fi lms to schools all along the West African coast, to teach 
colonized subjects about France. Both a recorder of tradition and a 
vector of change, the cinema embodied in its very nature the blended 
vision of France its practitioners set out to convey.

To provide background for the chapters that follow, this book opens 
with a chapter on “truth peddling” that provides a historical overview of 
the French contribution to the development of documentary fi lm 
during the interwar years. Its particular focus is to fi ll in previous gaps in 
the scholarly record and to demonstrate the widespread distribution of 
documentary throughout France and the empire. 

Following this general overview, four sections analyze documentary 
fi lm initiatives funded by the state to represent rural or colonial France 
for a particular audience. These sections examine four elements of a 
multidirectional fl ow of images: from Paris to the provinces and back, 
and from Paris to the colonies and back. Although the goals of each fi lm 
program were distinct, taken together, they reveal the contours of a new 
national narrative in which France is a rational, inclusive republic that 
values regional specifi city while remaining committed to universal values 
and a modernist economic and social vision.

The fi rst of these four sections, “The Revolt of the Beets,” centers on 
fi lms that were sent out into provincial France by the Ministry of Agri-
culture. This program was designed to combat rural outmigration by 
teaching farmers modernized agricultural practices; by persuading them 
that rural life was preferable to urban life; and by providing a form of 
entertainment in the villages that would reduce the boredom of long 
winter evenings. The beets revolt, in one fi lm, because they see the happy 
beets in the next fi eld, fertilized with potash, and they rise up against 
their ignorant owner to demand the same treatment. The next-door 
neighbor exemplifi es the potential of the French countryside to integrate 
modern inventiveness while remaining committed to country life. Begun 
in the early 1920s, this program taught farmers that their individual 
choices gave them an important role in the national story of France. An 
extensive survey of audience responses provides invaluable information 
on the overall effectiveness of the program.

Chapter 4, “Making the Fiction of the Empire a Reality,” examines 
fi lm outreach to the French colonies in the light of the earlier chapter 
on the French provinces. This chapter demonstrates the extent to 
which offi cials in colonial France shared concerns of the fi lm advocates 
in the French countryside. They imagined their audiences in similar 


